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Preface

xv

cation for those of us who have devoted our careers to 
teaching sociology.

STUDENT-ORIENTED EDITION ●

Before revising this edition of Introduction to Sociology, 
we surveyed dozens of instructors to fi nd out what they 
wanted in a textbook and what would assist them in 
teaching sociology as well as satisfy student needs. Th e 
tenth edition of this book refl ects their signifi cant input. 
In the surveys for this and past editions, we learned that 
both students and instructors were concerned about the 
cost of textbooks. To contain costs, the book is softcover 
instead of hardcover.

Instructors and students also wanted the book to 
contain material that assisted in learning the material. 
Th e book includes a full, built-in study guide that is as 
extensive, if not more so, than those typically sold sepa-
rately. In this way, students will be able to purchase the 
combined textbook and study guide for considerably less 
than the price of a typical textbook. In fact, the price for 
this textbook/study guide combination will most likely 
be lower than the used-copy price of a typical hardcover 
introductory sociology textbook.

PRESENTATION ●

At the end of my sophomore year, I was on academic 
probation. I went to the college counseling center for 
advice. A well-meaning counselor asked me what my 
career goal was. I told him I wanted to be a college pro-
fessor. To his credit he did not laugh or encourage me to 
think of something more in keeping with my 1.91 GPA. I 
might not have been good student, but I was fascinated 
by what college had to off er. Where else could you be ex-
posed to so much about a world that is so interesting? 
Belatedly, I began to realize that a great deal of what is 
interesting falls into the fi eld of sociology. My goal in this 
book is to demonstrate the vitality, interest, and utility 
associated with the study of sociology. Examining soci-
ety and trying to understand how it works is an exciting 
and absorbing process. I have not set out to make soci-
ologists of my readers (although if that happens I will be 
delighted) but, rather, to show how sociology applies to 
many areas of life and how it is used in day-to-day ac-
tivities. In meeting this objective, I have focused on two 
basic ideas: that sociology is a rigorous scientifi c disci-
pline and that a basic knowledge of sociology is essential 
for understanding social interaction in many settings, 

As a freshman at Temple University, my fi rst 
experience with a college textbook was in my sociology 
course. I dutifully read the assigned chapter during my 
fi rst week of class, hoping to become familiar with the 
subject matter of this required course. Th e only prob-
lem was that I had no idea what the author was saying. 
Th e writing level was advanced, the style dense, and the 
book downright threatening, without photos or illustra-
tions. After several hours of reading, I felt frustrated and 
stupid, and I knew no more about sociology than when 
I started.

If this was what college was going to be like, I was not 
going to make it, I thought. I remember admitting reluc-
tantly that I was probably not what guidance counsel-
ors in that day referred to as “college material.” I could 
picture myself dropping out after the fi rst semester and 
looking for a job selling furniture or driving a cab. My 
family would be disappointed, but my father was a fac-
tory worker, and there was no family history of college 
attendance to live up to. I continued to struggle with 
the book and earned a D on the midterm exam. After 
much eff ort, I managed to fi nish the course with a C and 
a burning disinterest in the fi eld of sociology. I did not 
take another sociology course for two years and, when 
I did, it was “Marriage and the Family,” considered the 
easiest course on campus.

I often wonder how I came from this inauspicious be-
ginning to become a sociology professor, let alone the 
author of a widely used introductory sociology textbook. 
Th en again, maybe it is not all that unusual, because that 
experience continues to have an eff ect on me each day. 
Th ose fi fteen weeks helped develop my view that little is 
to be gained by presenting knowledge in an incompre-
hensible or unnecessarily complicated way or by mak-
ing yourself unapproachable. Pompous instructors and 
intimidating books are a disservice to education. Learn-
ing should be an exciting, challenging, and eye-opening 
experience, not a threatening one.

One of the real benefi ts of writing ten editions of this 
textbook is that I have periodically examined every con-
cept and theory presented in an introductory course. In 
doing so, I have approached the subject matter through 
a new set of eyes and have consistently tried to fi nd bet-
ter ways of presenting the material. As instructors, we 
rarely venture into each other’s classrooms and hardly 
ever do we receive honest, highly detailed, and con-
structive criticism of how well we are transmitting the 
subject matter. In writing a textbook, we receive this 
type of information, and we can radically restructure 
or simply fi ne-tune our presentation. It is quite an edu-
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whether they be work or social. To understand society, 
we need to understand how it shapes people and how 
people in turn shape society.

Each chapter in this book progresses from a specifi c 
to a general analysis of society. Each part introduces in-
creasingly more comprehensive factors necessary for a 
broad-based understanding of social organization.

Th e material is presented through consistently ap-
plied learning aids. Each chapter begins with a chap-
ter outline and learning objectives. Th en, a thought-
provoking opening vignette off ers a real-life story of 
the concepts being covered. Key terms are presented in 
boldfaced type in the text. Key concepts are presented 
in italicized type in the text. A chapter summary con-
cludes each chapter. An integrated study guide follows 
each chapter. A full glossary is in the back of the book 
for further reference. A practice-test section completes 
the book.

Great care has been taken to structure the book to 
permit fl exibility in the presentation of the material. 
Each chapter is self-contained and, therefore, may be 
taught in any order.

It has taken nearly two years to produce this revision. 
Every aspect of this book has been updated, and a great 
deal has been changed. Th e information is as current 
and up to date as possible, and there are hundreds of 
2007 through 2009 references throughout the book.

A COMPARATIVE AND CROSS- ●
CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

Sociology is a highly organized discipline shaped by sev-
eral theoretical perspectives or schools of thought. It is 
not merely the study of social problems or the random 
voicing of opinions. In this book, no single perspective 
is given greater emphasis; a balanced presentation of 
both functionalist theory and confl ict theory is supple-
mented whenever possible by the symbolic interaction-
ist viewpoint.

Th e book has received a great deal of praise for being 
cross-cultural in approach and for bringing in examples 
from a wide variety of societies. Sociology is concerned 
with the interactions of people wherever and whenever 
they occur. It would be shortsighted, therefore, to con-
centrate on only our own society. Often, in fact, the best 
way to appreciate our own situation is through compari-
son with other societies. I try to use the cross-cultural 
focus as a basis for comparison and contrast with U.S. 
society.

FEATURES ●

Opening Vignettes

Each chapter begins with a lively vignette that introduces 
students to the subject matter of the chapter. Many of 

these are from real-life events to which students can re-
late, such as the scientifi c validity of the claim that there 
are many child predators lurking on the Internet (Chap-
ter 1), whether binge drinking is really a problem on col-
lege campuses (Chapter 2), socialization during Marine 
Corps basic training (Chapter 4), the roles names play in 
our identity (Chapter 6), the depiction of gender in Hol-
lywood fi lms (Chapter 11), the public’s views on whether 
marriage should be a lifetime commitment (Chapter 12), 
and the personal impact of prenatal screening (Chap-
ter 17). Others deal with unusual circumstances that 
remind students that there is a wide range of events to 
which sociology applies. Examples include the eccentric 
soprano Florence Foster Jenkins (Chapter 7), whites who 
claim to be black (Chapter 10), and the role of proverbs 
in education (Chapter 14).

Theme Boxes

Th ought-provoking boxed features bring sociological 
concepts to life for students. Th is eff ective learning tool 
presents sociological concepts in interesting real-life 
contexts. Th ere are more than thirty-fi ve new boxes in 
this edition. Other boxes that appeared previously have 
been substantially changed. You will fi nd fi ve types of 
boxes in this edition—Day-to-Day Sociology, How Soci-
ologists Do It, Our Diverse Society, Sociology in Strange 
Places, and Global Sociology.

Day-to-Day Sociology Th ese boxed features examine 
a trend or interesting sociological research that has 
a connection to students’ lives. Th e instructor will be 
able to discuss these with an eye toward showing the 
relevance of sociology to everyday life. Included in this 
section are such topics as “Too Smart to Marry?” “Truth 
in the Courtroom versus Truth in the Social Sciences,” 
“Symbols in Cyberspace,” “Does Day Care Create Unruly 
Brats?” “Television Made You the Designated Driver,” 
“Can You Spot a Liar?” “Laugh and the World Laughs 
with You,” “Th e Strength of the Informal Structure in Job 
Hunting,” and “Speaking, Writing, or Blogging—Nowhere 
to Hide Gender,” “Marriage and Divorce Quiz,” “Today’s 
Cult Might Be Tomorrow’s Mainstream Religion,” “Is 
a College Degree Worth the Trouble?” “Eat Your Fresh 
Fruit and Vegetables or Pay a Fine,” “Pay for Something 
You Can Get For Free and Hurt the Environment at the 
Same Time,” and “Marijuana: A Benign Drug or A Health 
Problem?”

How Sociologists Do It Social research is an impor-
tant part of sociology. In this section, we present a 
variety of studies that help expand our knowledge of 
the social world. Included are “Is Th ere a Diff erence 
between Sociology and Journalism?” “If You Are 
Th inking about Sociology as a Career, Read Th is,” 
“How to Spot a Bogus Poll,” “How to Read a Table,” 
“Th e Confl ict between Being a Researcher and Being 
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a Human Being,” “Can One Bad Apple Spoil the Whole 
Group?” “It’s the Little Th ings Th at Matter in Preventing 
Crime,” “Serial Murderers and Mass Murderers,” 
“Where Do the Poor Live Today?” “Do 50 Percent of All 
Marriages Really End in Divorce?” “Is Your Professor 
an Atheist?” “Can Your Friends Make You Fat?” and 
“Coming Together but Staying Apart.”

Our Diverse Society Anyone studying sociology will 
quickly become aware of the enormous amount of social 
diversity. Th e United States with its extensive history of 
immigration has become one of the most diverse coun-
tries in the world. How has this diversity expressed itself 
in American society? In the “Our Diverse Society” boxes, 
we explore this question when we look at such topics as 
“Who Is at Most Risk for Suicide?” “Win Friends and Lose 
Your Future: Th e Costs of Not ‘Acting White’,” “Limiting 
Technology to Save the Community,” “How Much Are 
You Responsible for Your Own Success?” “How Easy Is 
It to Change Social Class?” “How Many Minorities Are 
Th ere?” “Will English Continue to Be the Language of 
the United States?” “Why Do Women Live Longer Th an 
Men?” “Who Is a Better Boss?” “Who Is God?” “Changing 
Religion Early and Often,” “Why Isn’t Life Expectancy in 
the United States Higher?” and “Stereotypes about the 
Elderly.”

Sociology in Strange Places Th ese are discussions that 
provide unusual examples of sociological studies or daily 
events that can be understood more fully through the 
sociological lens. With these boxes, we explore “What 
Do People Do Online?” “Famous Research Studies You 
Cannot Do Today,” “Doing Research in a War Zone,” “Can 
Socialization Make a Boy into a Girl?” “Southerners Are 
Really Friendly until You Disrespect Th em,” “Are You Really 
My Friend? Facebook and Intimate Communication,” 
“Are Peaceful Pot Smokers Being Sent to Prison?” “Th e 
Continuing Debate over Capital Punishment,” “Life 
Chances of an Adolescent Girl in Liberia,” “Hispanics: 
Racial Group? Ethnic Group? Neither?” “When Women 
Vote, Men Will Become Eff eminate and Women Will 
Become Masculine,” “Reluctant to Marry: Th e Men Who 
Want to Stay Single,” “Worshipping with a Few Th ousand 
of Your Friends,” “When Race, Money, and Education 
Collide, “ I Know It’s Not True, But I’m not Voting for Him 
Anyway,” “Do Men without Women Become Violent?” 
“Th e Discovery of a Disease,” and “Predicting the Future 
of Computers—1967.”

Global Sociology To highlight the cross-cultural nature 
of this book, many chapters include a “Global Sociology” 
box. Th ese boxed features encourage students to think 
about sociological issues in a larger context and explore 
the global diversity present in the world. Included in 
these boxes are such topics as “Struggling to Accept 
the Jury System,” “Is Th ere a Culture Clash between 
the United States and Saudi Arabia?” “To Succeed in 

Japan, Give All the Credit to Your Boss,” “Cross-Cultural 
Social Interaction Quiz,” “A Bad Country in which to 
Be a Criminal,” “Rich Countries with Poor Children,” 
“How Countries Diff er—Japan and Nigeria,” “HIV/AIDS, 
Worldwide Facts,” “Where Are the Baby Girls?” “In the 
Future, Minorities Will Be the New Majority,” “Th e Worst 
Off enders of Religious Freedom,” “Illiteracy Is Common 
throughout the World,” “Does Suicide Terrorism Make 
Sense?” “What if the Population Problem Is not Enough 
People?” “Women Live Longer than Men throughout the 
World,” “Global Aging Quiz,” and “Big Profi ts from Small 
Hands.”

Built-in Study Guide and Practice Tests

Th e study guide, by Jay Livingston of Montclair State 
University, is fully integrated into the book. Th e study 
guide is at the end of each chapter so students can re-
view the material immediately, without having to search 
for it elsewhere in the book. Th is encourages students 
to see the study guide as an integral part of the learning 
process.

Th e study guide provides ample opportunity to re-
view the material with a variety of styles of review ques-
tions. All key terms and key sociologists are reviewed 
with matching questions. Key concepts are revisited 
with fi ll-in questions. Critical Th ought exercises help 
students contextualize concepts covered in the chap-
ter. Often, Web site URLs are provided for students to 
expand on their exploration of the topic. An answer key 
is provided to allow students immediate review of their 
answers.

Practice tests are in the back of the book to pro-
vide students with additional preparation for testing. 
Whereas other practice tests are limited to recogni-
tion and recall items, these questions lead students to 
engage in such higher-level cognitive skills as analysis, 
application, and synthesis. Th e tests encourage students 
to think critically and apply the material to their expe-
riences. Again, an answer key is provided to allow stu-
dents full review and preparation.

All of these tools will be very useful for students pre-
paring for essay exams and research papers. Th e text-
book also includes the important section, “How to Get 
the Most out of Sociology,” which discusses how to use 
the study guide, practice tests, and lecture material in 
preparing for exams and getting the most out of the in-
troductory sociology course.

THE ANCILLARY PACKAGE ●

Th e primary objective of a textbook is to provide clear 
information in a format that promotes learning. To as-
sist the instructor in using Introduction to Sociology, an 
extensive ancillary package has been developed to ac-
company the book.
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Instructor’s Resource Manual

Created by Debra Heath-Th ornton of Messiah College, 
the instructor’s resource manual streamlines and maxi-
mizes the eff ectiveness of your course preparation, us-
ing such resources as brief chapter outlines, learning 
objectives, key concepts and thinkers, detailed chapter 
outlines, lecture/discussion suggestions, suggestions for 
class activities, video suggestions, suggested resources, 
Internet exercises, InfoTrac® College Edition exercises, 
and other helpful resources for each of the chapters in 
Introduction to Sociology.

Test Bank

Also included is a test bank by Debra Heath-Th ornton. 
Drawing from over a thousand of text-specifi c questions 
makes it easy to create tests that target your course 
objectives. Th e test bank includes 100 multiple-choice 
questions and twenty to thirty true/false questions for 
each chapter of the text, all with answer explanations 
and page references to the text. Also included are 10 
to 15 short-answer and fi ve to ten essay questions for 
each chapter.

PowerLecture with ExamView®

PowerLecture instructor resources are a collection of 
book-specifi c lecture and class tools on either CD or 
DVD. Th e fastest and easiest way to build powerful, 
customized media-rich lectures, PowerLecture assets 
include chapter-specifi c Microsoft® PowerPoint® pre-
sentations, images, animations and video, instructor 
manuals, test banks, useful Web links, and more. Pow-
erLecture media-teaching tools are an eff ective way to 
enhance the educational experience. ExamView fea-
tures automatic grading and allows you to create, de-
liver, and customize tests and study guides (both print 
and online) in minutes. See assessments onscreen ex-
actly as they will print or display online. Build tests of 
up to 250 questions, using up to 12 question types and 
enter an unlimited number of new questions or edit ex-
isting questions.

WebTutor™

Jumpstart your course with customizable, rich, text-
specifi c content within your Course Management 
System.

 Jumpstart• —Simply load a WebTutor cartridge into 
your Course Management System.
 Customizable• —Easily blend, add, edit, reorganize, or 
delete content.
 Content• —Rich, text-specifi c content, media assets, 
quizzing, Web links, discussion topics, interactive 
games and exercises, and more.

Companion Web site

Th e book’s companion site includes chapter-specifi c re-
sources for instructors and students. For instructors, the 
site off ers a password-protected instructor’s manual, 
Microsoft PowerPoint presentation slides, and more. 
For students, there are a multitude of text-specifi c study 
aids: tutorial practice quizzes that can be scored and 
e-mailed to the instructor, Web links, InfoTrac College 
Edition exercises, fl ash cards, MicroCase® Online data 
exercises, crossword puzzles, Virtual Explorations, and 
much more!

ABC® Videos for Introductory Sociology

ABC Videos feature short, high-interest clips from cur-
rent news events as well as historic raw footage going 
back 40 years. Perfect for discussion starters or to en-
rich your lectures and spark interest in the material 
in the text, these brief videos provide students with a 
new lens through which to view the past and present, 
one that will greatly enhance their knowledge and un-
derstanding of signifi cant events and open up to them 
new dimensions in learning. Clips are drawn from such 
programs as World News Tonight, Good Morning America, 
This Week, PrimeTime Live, 20/20, and Nightline as well 
as numerous ABC News specials and material from the 
Associated Press Television News and British Movietone 

News collections.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ●

Th e textbook and study guide manuscripts have been 
written after an extensive survey of faculty at a wide va-
riety of institutions. I am grateful for the thoughtful con-
tributions of the following people who served as offi  cial 
reviewers for this tenth edition:

William Egelman
Iona College

Carol Apt
South Carolina State University

Lynda Mae
Western Nevada Community College

Margaret E. Preble
Th omas Nelson Community College

Mark Miller
East Texas Baptist University

Rebecca Stevens
Mount Union College

I also wish to thank the many colleagues and review-
ers of previous editions of Introduction to Sociology for 
their many contributions and suggestions. I am grateful 
for the thoughtful contributions of the following people: 



PREFACE xix

Laura Dowd, University of Georgia; Nancy Feather, West 
Virginia University; Hubert Anthony Kleinpeter, Florida 
A&M University; Steven Patrick, Boise State University; 
Craig T. Robertson, University of North Alabama; Lau-
rie Smith, East Texas Baptist University; Patrick Ashton, 
Indiana University–Purdue University; Froud Stephen 
Burns, Floyd Junior College; Peter Chroman, College of 
San Mateo; Mary A. Cook, Vincennes University; Wil-
liam D. Curran II, South Suburban College; Ione Y. Deol-
los, Ball State University; Stanley Deviney, University of 
Maryland–Eastern Shore; Brad Elmore, Trinity Valley 
Community College; Cindy Epperson, St. Louis Commu-
nity College–Meramac; Larry Frye, St. Petersburg Col-
lege; Richard Garnett, Marshall University; David A. Gay, 
University of Central Florida; Daniel T. Gleason, South-
ern State College; Charlotte K. Gotwald, York College of 
Pennsylvania; Richard L. Hair, Longview Community 
College; Selwyn Hollingsworth, University of Alabama; 
Sharon E. Hogan, Longview Community College; Bill 
Howard, Lincoln Memorial University; Sidney J. Jack-
son, Lakewood Community College; Michael C. Kanan, 
Northern Arizona University; Ed Kick, Middle Tennes-
see State University; Louis Kontos, Long Island Univer-
sity; Steve Liebowitz, University of Texas, Pan American; 
Th omas Ralph Peters, Floyd College; David Phillips, Ar-
kansas State University; Kanwal D. Prashar, Rock Valley 
Community College; Charles A. Pressler, Purdue Univer-
sity, North Central; Stephen Reif, Kilgore College; Rich-
ard Rosell, Westchester Community College; Catherine 

A. Stathakis, Goldey Beacom College; Doris Stevens, 
McLennan Community College; Gary Stokley, Louisiana 
Tech University; Elena Stone, Brandeis University; Ju-
dith C. Stull, La Salle University; Lorene Taylor, Valencia 
Community College; Paul Th ompson, Polk Community 
College; Brian S. Vargus, Indiana University–Purdue 
University Indianapolis; Steven Vassar, Minnesota State 
University–Mankato; Peter Venturelli, Valparaiso Uni-
versity; J. Russell Willis, Grambling State University; and 
Bobbie Wright, Th omas Nelson Community College.

At Montclair State University, I would like to thank 
the following colleagues for their support of the book: 
Jay Livingston, Gil Klagman, Benjamin Hadis, Janet Ru-
ane, Laura Kramer, and Peter Freund.

A project of this magnitude becomes a team eff ort, 
with many people devoting enormous amounts of time 
to ensure that the fi nal product is as good as it can possi-
bly be. At Cengage, Chris Caldeira, the acquisitions edi-
tor, ushered this project through its many stages along 
with Cheri Palmer, Melanie Cregger, Rachael Krapf, and 
Lauren Keyes.

It was a privilege to have the support and assistance of 
these very capable people. I am also grateful to all those 
students and instructors who have shared with me their 
thoughts about this book over the years. Please continue 
to let me know how you feel about this book.

Henry L. Tischler

htischler@framingham.edu



This page intentionally left blank 



About the Author

xxi

©2000 Al Hirschfeld. Drawing reproduced by special 
arrangement with the Margo Feiden Galleries Ltd., New York.

HENRY L. TISCHLER was born in Shanghai, China, and grew up in Philadelphia. 

He received his bachelor’s degree from Temple University and his master’s and 

doctorate degrees from Northeastern University. He pursued postdoctoral studies at 

Harvard University.

His fi rst venture into textbook publishing took place while he was still a graduate 

student in sociology when he wrote the fourth edition of Race and Ethnic Relations 

with Brewton Berry. The success of that book led to his authorship of ten editions of 

Introduction to Sociology.

Tischler has been a professor at Framingham State College in Framingham, 

Massachusetts, for more than three decades. He has also taught at 

Northeastern University, Tufts University, and Montclair State University. 

He continues to teach introductory sociology every year and has been 

instrumental in encouraging many students to major in the fi eld. His other 

areas of interest are crime and deviant behavior and race and ethnicity.

Professor Tischler has been active in making sociology accessible to 

the general population and hosted an author interview program on 

National Public Radio. He has also written a weekly newspaper 

column called “Society Today,” which dealt with a wide variety of 

sociological topics.

Tischler divides his time between Boston and New York City 

with his wife Linda, a senior writer at a national magazine. 

The Tischlers are parents to Melissa, a business strategy 

consultant, and Ben, a fi lm producer.



This page intentionally left blank 



A Word to the Student How to Get the Most Out of Sociology

xxiii

EFFECTIVE STUDY: AN INTRODUCTION ●

Why should you read this essay? If you think you have 
an A in your back pocket, perhaps you shouldn’t. Maybe 
you are just not interested in sociology or about learn-
ing ways to become a really successful student. Maybe 
you’re just here because an advisor told you that you 
need a social science course. Maybe you feel, “Hey, a 
C is good. I’ll never need this stuff .” If so, you can stop 
reading now.

If you would like to do well in sociology—thereby be-
coming a more eff ective participant in society and social 
life—and if you want to learn some techniques to help 
you in other classes, too, this is for you. It’s fi lled with the 
little things no one ever seems to tell you can improve 
grades, make for better understanding of classes—and 
might even make classes enjoyable for you. Th e choice is 
yours: to read or not to read.

Be forewarned. Th ese contents may challenge the 
habits of a lifetime—habits that have gotten you this far 
but ones that might endanger your future success.

Th is essay contains ways to help you locate major 
ideas in your textbook. It contains many techniques that 
will help you read your other course textbooks. If you 
learn these techniques early in your college career, you 
will have a head start on most other college students. 
You will be able to locate important information, under-
stand lectures better, and probably do better on tests. By 
understanding the material better, you will not only gain 
a better understanding of sociology but also fi nd that 
you are able to enjoy your class more.

THE PROBLEM: PASSIVE READING ●

Do you believe reading is one-way communication? Do 
you expect the author’s facts will become apparent if you 
only read hard enough or long enough? (Many students 
feel this way.) Do you believe the writer has buried criti-
cal material in the text somewhere and that you need 
only fi nd and highlight it to get all that’s important? 
And do you believe that if you can memorize these high-
lighted details you will do well on tests? If so, then you 
are probably a passive reader.

Th e problem with passive reading is that it makes 
even potentially interesting writing boring. Passive read-
ing reduces a chapter to individual, frequently unrelated 
facts instead of providing understanding of important 
concepts. It seldom digs beneath the surface, relying on 
literal meaning rather than sensing implications. Be-
cause most college testing relies on understanding of 

key concepts rather than on simple factual recall, pas-
sive reading fails to help students signifi cantly to do well 
in courses.

For each chapter you will fi nd the following:

Key concepts matching exercise
Includes every major term defi ned in the chapter
Promotes association of major thinkers with their key 

ideas or fi ndings
Provides correct answers

Key thinkers/reserachers matching exercise 
(where relevant)
Includes most important theorists or researchers 

discussed in the text
Promotes association of major thinkers with their key 

ideas or fi ndings
Provides correct answers

Critical thinking questions
Promotes depth in refl ecting on the material
Encourages creative application of the important 

concepts to everyday life
Is presented in increasing levels of complexity, 

abstraction, and diffi  culty
Provides help in preparing for essay exams and papers

Comprehensive practice test
Includes questions on all major points in the chapter
Includes true/false, multiple-choice, and essay 

questions
Provides correct answers

Key Features of the Study Guide

THE SOLUTION: ACTIVE READING ●

Active reading is recognizing that a textbook should pro-
vide two-way communication. It involves knowing what 
aids are available to help understand the text and then 
using them to fi nd the meaning. It involves prereading 
and questioning. It includes recording of questions, vo-
cabulary learning, and summarizing. Still, with all these 
techniques, it frequently takes less time and produces 
signifi cantly better results than passive reading.

Th is textbook—especially the study guide—is de-
signed to help you become an active reader. For your 
convenience, the study guide material related to each 
chapter appears right after that chapter.
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Th e corners of the study guide pages are edged in 
color for easy reference. In the study guide, you will fi nd 
a variety of learning aids based on the latest research 
on study skills. If you get into the habit of using the aids 
presented here, you can apply similar techniques to your 
other textbooks and become a more successful learner.

 EFFECTIVE READING: YOUR TEXTBOOK ●

As an active reader, how should you approach your text-
book? Here are some techniques that you should con-
sider for reading text chapters.

 1. Th ink fi rst about what you know. Read the title of 
the chapter, then ask yourself what experiences 
you have had that relate to the title. For example, 
if the title is “Society and Social Interaction,” ask 
yourself, “In what ways have I interacted with oth-
ers in social situations? Have I ever been part of a 
social group? If so, what do I remember about the 
experience?” Answers to these questions personal-
ize the chapter by making it relate to your experi-
ences. Th ey provide a background for the chapter, 
which experts say improves your chances of under-
standing the reading. Th ey show that you do know 
something about the chapter so that its content 
won’t be so alien.

 2. Review the learning objectives. Not all textbooks 
provide learning objectives as this one does, but, 
where available, they can be a valuable study 
aid. Learning objectives are stated in behavioral 
terms—they tell you what you should be able to do 
when you fi nish the chapter. Ask yourself questions 
about the tasks suggested in each learning objec-
tive and then read to fi nd the information needed 
to accomplish that task. For instance, if a learning 
objective states, “Explain how variations in the size 
of groups aff ect what goes on within them,” then 
you’ll want to ask yourself something like, “How do 
groups vary in size?” and “How does each variation 
aff ect interaction within the group?”

 3. Prior to reading the textbook chapter, read the 
chapter summary as an index to important terms 
and ideas. Th e summary includes all the points you 
need to fi nd items in the chapter you know already. 
You may be able to read more quickly through sec-
tions covering these items. Some items you might 
not know anything about. Th is tells you where to 
spend your reading time. A good rule: Study most 
what you know least. Wherever it is, the summary 
is often your best guide to important material.

 4. Pay attention to your chapter outline. Th is text-
book, like most other introductory college text-
books, has an outline at the beginning of each 
chapter. If you do nothing else besides reading the 
summary and going through this outline before 

reading the chapter, you will be far ahead of most 
students because you will be clued in on what is 
important. Th e outline indicates the way ideas 
are organized in the chapter and how those ideas 
relate to one another. Certain ideas are indented 
to show that they are subsets or parts of a broader 
concept or topic. Knowing this can help you orga-
nize information as you read.

 5. Question as you read. Turn your chapter title into 
a question, then read up to the fi rst heading to fi nd 
your answer. Th e answer to your question will be 
the main idea for the entire chapter. In forming 
your question, be sure it contains the chapter title. 
For example, if the chapter title is “Doing Sociol-
ogy: Research Methods,” your question might be 
“What research methods does sociology use?” Or 
“Why do you need to know about research meth-
ods to do sociology?” As you go through the chap-
ter, turn each heading into a question, and then 
read to fi nd the answer. Most experts say that turn-
ing chapter headings into questions is a valuable 
step in focusing reading on important information.

   You might also want to use the learning objec-
tives as questions; you know that these objectives 
will point you toward the most important material 
in a section. However, it is also a good idea to form 
your own questions to get into practice for books 
not containing this helpful aid. A good technique 
might be to make your own question, then to check 
it against the appropriate objective before reading. 
In any case, use a question and then highlight your 
answer in the text. Th is will be the most important 
information under each heading. Don’t read as if 
every word is important; focus on fi nding answers.

 1. Th ink fi rst about what you know. 
 2. Review the learning objectives.
 3.  Prior to reading the textbook chapter, read the 

chapter summary as an index to important 
terms and ideas.

 4. Pay attention to your chapter outline.
 5. Question as you read.
 6. Pay attention to graphic aids.
 7. When in doubt, use clues to fi nd main ideas.
 8. Do the exercises in the Study Guide.
 9. Review right after reading.

Guidelines for Effective Reading 
of Your Textbook

 6. Pay attention to graphic aids. As you read, note 
those important vocabulary words appearing in 
bold type. Find the defi nitions for these words (in 
this book, defi nitions appear in italics right next 
to key words) and highlight them. Th ese terms 
will be important to remember. Your study guide 
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identifi es all these important terms in the section 
headed “Key Concepts.” A “Key Th inkers/Research-
ers” section, if applicable, identifi es the sociologists 
and other important thinkers worth remembering 
in the chapter. Both the “Key Concepts” and “Key 
Th inkers/ Researchers” sections are organized 
as matching exercises. Testing yourself after you 
read a text chapter (the answer key is at the end of 
the chapter study guide) will tell you whether you 
recognize the main concepts and researchers.

   Pay attention to photos and photo captions. 
Th ey make reading easier because they provide a 
visualization of important points in the textbook. If 
you can visualize what you read, you will ordinarily 
retain material better than people who don’t use 
this technique. Special boxed sections usually give 
detailed research information about one or more 
studies related to a chapter heading. For in-depth 
knowledge, read these sections, but only after 
completing the section to which they refer. Th e 
main text will provide the background for a better 
understanding of the research, and the visualiza-
tion provided by the boxed information will help 
illuminate the text discussion.

 7. When in doubt, use clues to fi nd main ideas. It is 
possible that, even using the questioning tech-
nique, there could be places where you are uncer-
tain whether you’re getting the important infor-
mation. You have clues both in the text and in the 
study guide to help you through such places. In the 
text, it helps to know that main ideas in paragraphs 
occur more frequently at the beginning and end. 
Watch for repeated words or ideas—these are clues 
to important information. Check examples; any 
point the author uses examples to document is 
important. Be alert for key words (such as “fi rst,” 
“second,” “clearly,” “however,” “although,” and so on); 
these also point to important information. Names 
of researchers (except for those named only within 
parentheses) will almost always be important. For 
those chapters in which important social scientists 
are discussed, you will fi nd a “Key Th inkers/Re-
searchers” section in your study guide.

 8. Do the exercises in the study guide. Th ose exer-
cises are designed as both an encouragement and 
a model of active learning. Th e exercises are not 
about mere regurgitation of material. Rather, you 
are asked to analyze, evaluate, and apply what you 
read in the text. By completing these exercises, you 
are following two of the most important principles 
articulated in this essay: You are actively process-
ing the material, and you are applying it to your 
own life and relating it to your own experiences. 
Th is is a guaranteed recipe for learning.

 9. Review right after reading. Most forgetting occurs 
in the fi rst day after reading. A review right after 
reading is your best way to hold text material in 

your memory. A strong aid in doing this review is 
your study guide. If a brief review is all you have 
time for, return to the learning objectives at the 
beginning of the chapter. Can you do the things 
listed in the objectives? If so, you probably know 
your material. If not, check the objective and 
reread the related chapter section to get a better 
understanding.

   An even better review technique is to com-
plete—if you haven’t already done so—the exer-
cises. Writing makes for a more active review, and 
if you do the exercises, you will have the informa-
tion you need from the chapter. If there are blanks 
in your knowledge, you can check the appropriate 
section of text and write the information you fi nd 
in your study guide. Th is technique is especially 
valuable in classes requiring essay exams or papers 
because it gives you a comprehensive understand-
ing of the material as well as a sense of how it can 
be applied to real-world situations.

   For a slightly longer but more complete 
review, do the “Key Concepts” and “Key Th inkers/
Researchers” matching tests. Th ese will assure you 
that you have mastered the key vocabulary and 
know the contributions of the most important 
researchers mentioned in the chapter. Because 
a majority of test questions are based on under-
standing of vocabulary, research fi ndings, and 
major theories, you will be assuring yourself of a 
testing benefi t during your review.

   It is also a good idea to review the “Criti-
cal Th inking” questions in the study guide. One 
key objective of sociology—indeed, of all college 
courses—is to help you develop critical thinking 
skills. Although basic information can change from 
year to year as new scientifi c discoveries are made, 
the ability to think critically in any fi eld is impor-
tant. If you get in the habit of going beyond surface 
knowledge in sociology, you can transfer these 
skills to other areas. Th is can be a great benefi t not 
only while you’re in school but afterward as well. As 
with the exercises section, these questions provide 
the kind of background that is extremely useful for 
essay exams.

What other methods would an active student use to 
improve understanding and test scores in sociology? Th e 
next several sections present a variety of techniques.

FUNCTIONING EFFECTIVELY IN CLASS ●

To function eff ectively in class, you must, of course, be 
there. Although no one might take attendance or force 
you to be present, studies show that you have a signifi -
cantly greater chance of succeeding in your class if you 
attend regularly. Lecture material is generally impor-
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tant—and it is given only once. If you miss a lecture, in-
class discussion, game, or simulation, there is no really 
eff ective way to make it up.

 1. Begin each class period with a question.
 2. Ask questions frequently.
 3. Join in classroom discussion.

Guidelines for Effective Functioning 
in Class

Assuming you are present, there are two ways of 
participating in your sociology class: actively and pas-
sively. Passive participation involves sitting there, not 
contributing, waiting for the instructor to tell you what 
is important. Passive participation takes little eff ort but 
is unlikely to result in much learning. Unless you are 
actively looking for what is signifi cant, the likelihood 
of fi nding the important material or of separating it ef-
fectively from what is less meaningful is not great. Th e 
passive student runs the risk of taking several pages of 
unneeded notes or of missing key details altogether.

Active students begin each class period with a ques-
tion. “What is this class going to be about today?” Th ey 
fi nd an answer to that question, usually in the fi rst 
minute, and use this as the key to important material 
throughout the lecture or other activity. When there is a 
point they don’t understand, they ask questions. Active 
students know that many other students probably have 
similar questions but are afraid to ask. Asking questions 
allows you to help others while helping yourself.

Active students also know that what seems a small 
point today can be critical to understanding a future lec-
ture. Such items also have a way of turning up on tests. 
If classroom discussion is called for, active students are 
quick to join in. And the funny thing is, they frequently 
wind up enjoying their sociology class as they learn.

EFFECTIVE STUDYING ●

As you study your sociology text and notes, both the 
method you use and the time picked for study will aff ect 
comprehension. Establishing an eff ective study routine is 
important. Without a routine, it is easy to put off  study—
and put it off , and put it off  . . . until it is too late. To be 
most eff ective, follow these few simple steps.

 1.  When possible, study at the same time and 
place each day.

 2.  Study in half-hour blocks with fi ve-minute 
breaks.

 3. Review frequently.
 4. Don’t mix study subjects.
 5. Reward yourself when you’re fi nished.

Guidelines for Effective Studying

 1. When possible, study at the same time and place 
each day. Doing this uses psychological condition-
ing to improve study results. “Because it is 7:00 
p.m. and I am sitting at my bedroom desk, I realize 
it is time to begin studying sociology.”

 2. Study in half-hour blocks with fi ve-minute breaks. 
Long periods of study without breaks frequently 
reduce comprehension to the 40% level. Th at is 
very ineffi  cient. By using short periods (about 30 
minutes) followed by short breaks, you can move 
that comprehension rate into the 70% range. Note 
that if 30 minutes end while you are still in the 
middle of a text section, you should go on to the 
end of that section before stopping.

 3. For even more effi  cient study, review frequently. 
Take about a minute at the end of each study ses-
sion to review mentally what you’ve studied so far. 
When you start the next study session, spend the 
fi rst minute or two rehearsing in your mind what 
you studied in the previous session. Th is weaves a 
tight webbing in which to catch new associations. 
Long-term retention of material is aided by fre-
quent review, about every two weeks. A 10-minute 
review planned on a regular basis saves on study 
time for exams and ensures that you will remem-
ber needed material.

   Another useful way to review is to try to 
explain diffi  cult concepts or the chapter learning 
objectives to someone else. One problem students 
often have is that, while studying and reviewing 
the material by themselves, they think they know 
it only to have that knowledge desert them at the 
time of the exam. Trying to explain something 
to someone else forces us to be clear about key 
points and to discover and articulate the relation-
ship among the components of an idea. Ask your 
friends or family to bear with you as you try to 
explain the material. After all, they will learn some-
thing as well!

 4. Don’t mix study subjects. Do all of your sociology 
work before moving on to another course. Other-
wise, your study can result in confusion of ideas 
and relationships within materials studied.

 5. Finally, reward yourself for study well done. Th ink 
of something you like to do and do it when you 
fi nish studying for the day. Th is provides positive 
reinforcement, which encourages continued good 
study.

SUCCESSFULLY TAKING TESTS ●

Of course, tests are a payoff  for you as a student. Tests 
are where you can demonstrate to yourself and to the 
instructor that you really know the material. Th e trouble 
is, few people have learned how to take tests eff ectively. 
And knowing how to take tests eff ectively makes a sig-
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nifi cant diff erence in exam scores. Here are a few tips to 
improve your test-taking skills.

 1. Don’t come early; don’t come late.
 2.  Be sure you understand all the directions before 

you start answering.
 3.  Read through the test, carefully answering only 

items you know.
 4.  Now that you’ve answered what you know, look 

carefully at the other questions.
 5. If you fi nish early, stay to check answers.
 6. Don’t be distracted by other test takers.
 7.  When you get your test back, use it as a learning 

experience.

Taking the Test

STUDYING FOR TESTS ●

 1. Th ink before you study. All material is not of equal 
value. What did the instructor emphasize in class? 
What was covered in a week? A day? A few minutes? 
Were any chapters emphasized more than others? 
Which learning objectives did your instructor stress? 
Review the “Key Th inkers/Researchers” and “Key 
Concepts” sections in your study guide for important 
people and terms. Which of these were given more 
emphasis by your instructor? Use these clues to 
decide where to spend most of your study time.

 2. Begin study a week early. When you start early, if you 
encounter material you don’t know, you have time 
to fi nd answers. If you see that you know blocks of 
material already, you have saved yourself time in 
future study sessions. You also avoid much of the 
forgetting that occurs with last-minute cramming.

 3. Put notes and related chapters together for study. 
Integrate the material as much as possible, perhaps 
by writing it out in a single, comprehensive format. 
A related technique is to visualize the material on 
the pages of the text and in your notes. You might 
even want to think of a visual metaphor for some of 
the key ideas. Th is way, you can see and remember 
the connections between similar subjects or similar 
treatments of the same subject. Grouping the mate-
rial will also make your studying much more effi  cient.

   As you study, don’t stop for unknown material. 
Study what you know. Once you know it, go back 
and look at what you don’t know yet. Th ere is no 
need to study again what you already know. Put it 
aside and concentrate on the unknown.

 1. Th ink before you study.
 2. Begin study a week early.
 3.  Put notes and related chapters together for study.
 4. Take practice tests.

Studying for the Tests

 4. Take practice tests. When you have completed your 
studying, take the appropriate practice test for 
each chapter. Th ese tests are grouped together at 
the back of the book. Tests include true/false and 
multiple-choice questions, with comprehensive or 
thematic essays at the end. Each test is divided into 
sections by major headings in the chapter. Within 
each section, questions are presented in scrambled 
order, as they are likely to be on the actual test. 
Taking the practice test contains a double benefi t. 
First, if you get a good score on this test, you know 
that you understand the material. Second, the 
format of the practice test is very similar to that of 
real tests. For this reason, you should develop con-
fi dence in your ability to succeed in course tests 
from doing well on the practice tests. If your course 
tests include essay questions, you should, in ad-
dition to the practice test essays, use the “Critical 
Th inking” sections to prepare and practice focused, 
in-depth answers.

TAKING THE TEST ●

 1. Don’t come early; don’t come late. Early people 
tend to develop anxieties; late people lose test 
time. Studies show that people who discuss test 
material with others just before a test may forget 
that material on the test. Th is is another reason 
that arriving too early puts students in jeopardy. 
Get there about two or three minutes early. Relax 
and visualize yourself doing well on the test. After 
all, if you followed the study guidelines discussed 
previously, you can’t help but do well! Be confi dent; 
repeat to yourself as you get ready for the test, “I 
can do it! I will do it.” Th is will set a positive mental 
tone.

 2. Be sure you understand all the directions before 
you start answering. Not following directions is 
the biggest cause of lost points on tests. Ask about 
whatever you don’t understand. Th e points you 
save will be your own.

 3. Read through the test, carefully answering only 
items you know. Be sure you read every word 
and every answer choice as you go. Use a piece of 
paper or a card to cover the text below the line you 
are reading. Th is can help you focus on each line 
individually—and increase your test score.

   Speed creates a serious problem in testing. Th e 
mind is moving so fast that it is easy to overlook 
key words such as except, but, best example, and 
so on. Frequently, multiple-choice questions will 
contain two close options, one of which is correct, 
whereas the other is partly correct. Moving too fast 
without carefully reading items causes people to 
make wrong choices in these situations. Slowing 
your reading speed makes for higher test scores.
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   Th e mind tends to work subconsciously on 
questions you’ve read but left unanswered. As 
you’re doing questions later in the test, you might 
suddenly have the answer for an earlier question. 
In such cases, answer the question right away. 
Th ese sudden insights quickly disappear and might 
never come again.

 4. Now that you’ve answered what you know, look 
carefully at the other questions. Eliminate alterna-
tives you know are wrong, and then guess. Never 
leave a blank on a test. You might have only a 25% 
chance when you guess on a four-item multiple 
choice question, but you have a chance. And a 
chance is better than no chance.

 5. If you fi nish early, stay to check answers. Speed 
causes many people to give answers that a mo-
ment’s hesitation would show to be wrong. Read 
over your choices, especially those for questions 
that caused you trouble. Don’t change answers 
because you suddenly feel one choice is better 
than others. Studies show that this is usually a 
bad strategy. However, if you see a mistake or have 
genuinely remembered new information, change 
your answer.

 6. Don’t be distracted by other test takers. Some peo-
ple become very anxious because of the noise and 
movement of other test takers. Th is is most appar-
ent when several people begin to leave the room 
after fi nishing their tests. Try to sit where you will 
be least apt to see or interact with other test takers. 
Usually this means sitting toward the front of the 
room and close to the wall farthest from the door. 
Turn your chair slightly toward the wall, if possible. 
Th e more you insulate yourself from distractions 
during the test, the better off  you will be.

   Don’t panic when other students fi nish their 
exam before you do. Accuracy is always more 
important than speed. Work at your own pace and 
budget your time appropriately. For a timed test, 
always be aware of the time remaining. Th is means 
that if a clock is not visible in the classroom, you 
need to have your own wristwatch.

   Take as much of the available time as you need 
to do an accurate and complete job. Remember, 
your grade will be based upon the answers you 
give, not on whether you were the fi rst—or the 
last—to turn in your exam.

 7. When you get your test back, use it as a learning 
experience. Diagnosing a test after it is returned to 
you is one of the most eff ective strategies for im-
proving your performance in a course. What kind 

of material was on the test: theories, problems, 
straight facts? Where did the material come from: 
book, lecture, or both? Th e same kind of material 
taken from the same source(s) will almost certainly 
be on future tests.

   Look at each item you got wrong. Why is it 
wrong? If you know why you made mistakes, you 
are unlikely to make the same ones in the future. 
Look at the overall pattern of your errors. Did you 
make most of your mistakes on material from the 
lectures? Perhaps you need to improve your note-
taking technique. Did your errors occur mostly on 
material from the readings? Perhaps you need to 
pay more attention to main idea clues and high-
light text material more eff ectively. Were the ques-
tions you got wrong evenly distributed between 
in-class and reading material? Perhaps you need 
to learn to study more eff ectively and/or take steps 
to reduce test anxiety. Following these steps can 
encourage more effi  cient use of textbooks, better 
note-taking, higher test scores, and better course 
grades.

A FINAL WORD ●

As you can see, the key to success lies in becoming an 
active student. Managing time, questioning at the start 
of lectures, planning eff ective measures to increase test 
scores, and using all aids available to make reading and 
studying easier are all elements in becoming an active 
student. Th e study guide and practice tests for this text-
book have been specially designed to help you be that 
active student. Being passive might seem easier, but it is 
not. Passive students spend relatively similar amounts of 
time but learn less. Th eir review time is likely to be inef-
fi cient. Th eir test scores are more frequently lower—and 
they usually have less fun in their classes.

Active students are more eff ective than passive ones. 
Th e benefi t in becoming an active student is that activity 
is contagious; if you become an active student in sociol-
ogy, it is hard not to practice the same active learning 
techniques in English and math as well. Once you start 
asking questions in your textbook and using your study 
guide, you might fi nd that you start asking questions in 
class as well. As you acquire a greater understanding of 
your subject, you might fi nd that you enjoy your class 
more—as well as learn more and do better on tests. Th at 
is the real benefi t in becoming an active learner. It is a 
challenge I strongly encourage you to meet.
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participants who are already at risk because of poor 
home environments, substance abuse, or emotional 
problems. Th e report found that there was not a signifi -
cant threat to children from online predators (Palfrey, 
Sacco, Boyd, and DeBonnis, 2009).

Sociologist Janis Wolak studied the predator problem 
at the Crimes Against Children Research Center at the 
University of New Hampshire. She found that “Internet-
related sex crimes are a pretty small proportion of sex 
crimes that adolescents suff er.” Wolak noted that sexual 
assaults on teens actually fell 52% between 1993 and 
2005.

What about Chris Hansen’s statement that one 
out of fi ve children is sexually solicited by a predator? 
Th e claim is from a survey that asked teens if they had 
received an unwanted sexual solicitation in the past 
year. It turns out that most of these solicitations were 
from other teens, not from adults. Th e teens did not view 
them as serious or threatening. Many of them were the 
equivalent of online fl irting or joking.

Th e fear of online predators actually distracts us 
from recognizing the real danger to children: paren-
tal abuse and neglect. Th e vast majority of crimes 
against children are committed not by predators lurk-
ing in chat rooms but, instead, by the victim’s own 
family. Hundreds of thousands of children are abused 
and neglected each year by their parents and care-
givers, and about 1,500 American children die from 
abuse each year; the majority of the victims are under 
four years old. Th e National Center for Missing and 
Exploited Children notes the “danger to children is 
greater from someone they or their family knows than 
from a stranger” (Radford, 2006).

Despite the varying reasons for sexual abuse of chil-
dren, no one is denying that this larger issue is a legiti-
mate social problem with very serious consequences. 
Is this sociology? Or, for that matter, is this what soci-
ologists do when they study society? Th e answer would 
have to be no.

We must remind ourselves that news and informa-
tion is brought to us by people who make choices. Some 
of their choices, inevitably, are better than others and 
represent the perceptions of the reporters and editors 
who produce the papers or news broadcasts (Murray, 
Schwartz, and Lichter, 2001).

Far too seldomly, we realize that people often use 
data to persuade and that statistics can be used as part 
of a strategy to promote concern about a social problem. 
Much of the information we read every day and mis-
take for sociology is actually an attempt by one group 
or another to infl uence social policy. Other information 
mistaken for sociology is actually an attempt to sell a 
book or the eff orts of television producers to present 
entertaining programs.

With the constant bombardment of information 
about social issues, we could come to believe that nearly 
everyone is engaged in the study of sociology to some 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Understand the sociological point of view and how it  ◗

differs from that of journalists and talk-show hosts

Compare and contrast sociology with the other major  ◗

social sciences

Describe the early development of sociology from its  ◗

origins in nineteenth-century Europe

Know the contributions of sociology’s pioneers:  ◗

Comte, Martineau, Spencer, Marx, Durkheim, and 
Weber

Describe the early development of sociology in the  ◗

United States

Understand the functionalist, confl ict theory, and  ◗

interactionist perspectives

Realize the relationship between theory and practice ◗

Warning!! Dangerous sexual predators are 
stalking your children on the Internet.” Th e message is 
repeated on television and in the newspapers. Parents 
fear that they have no control over this national men-
ace that threatens their children’s safety. Th ese unseen 
 villains want to entice children out of their homes. Th ey 
lurk in online chat rooms where children and teenagers 
congregate.

NBC even had a popular series called To Catch 
a Predator, which lured these dangerous people to 
locations, ostensibly to meet teens for sex, and were 
promptly arrested. Th e host, Chris Hansen, claimed 
“the scope of the problem is immense” and “seems to 
be getting worse.” Th e host even went so far as to claim 
that “one in fi ve children has been sexually solicited by 
a predator.”

Th e public has certainly accepted the belief that 
online predators are a major threat. One survey found 
that two-thirds of mothers of teens were more fearful 
of online predators than of their teens driving drunk or 
experimenting with drugs (McAfee, 2008).

Enough people thought it was a problem that forty-
nine state attorneys general created a task force to study 
the issue. Th is appears to be a horrifi c, national prob-
lem. Or is it? What scientifi c research data do we have 
about the problem?

In 2009, a 278-page report from the Berkman Center 
for Internet and Society at Harvard University that 
examined scientifi c data about online sexual predators 
concluded that children and teenagers were unlikely to 
be propositioned by adults online. Teenagers who do 
meet adults for sexual encounters appear to be willing 
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SOCIOLOGY AS A POINT OF VIEW ●

Sociology is the scientifi c study of human society and 
social interactions. As sociologists, our main goal is to 
understand social situations and look for repeating pat-
terns in society. We do not use facts selectively to create 
a lively talk show, sell newspapers, or support one par-
ticular point of view. Instead, sociologists are engaged in 
a rigorous scientifi c endeavor, which requires objectivity 
and detachment.

Th e main focus of sociology is the group, not the indi-
vidual. Sociologists attempt to understand the forces 
that operate throughout society—forces that mold 
individuals, shape their behavior, and, thus, determine 
social events.

When you walk into an introductory physics class, 
you might know very little about the subject and hold 
few opinions about the various topics within the fi eld. 
On the other hand, when you enter your introductory 
sociology class for the fi rst time, you will feel quite famil-
iar with the subject matter. You have the advantage of 
coming to sociology with a substantial amount of infor-
mation, which you have gained simply by being a mem-
ber of society. Ironically, this knowledge also can leave 
you at a disadvantage because these views have not 
been gathered in a scientifi c fashion and might not be 
accurate.

Over the years and through a variety of experiences, 
we develop a set of ideas about the world and how it 
operates. Th is point of view infl uences how we look at 
the world and guides our attempts to understand the 
actions and reactions of others. Even though we accept 
the premise that individuals are unique, we tend to cate-
gorize or even stereotype people to interpret and predict 
behavior and events.

Is this personalized approach adequate for bring-
ing about an understanding of ourselves and society? 
Although it might serve us quite well in our day-to-day 
lives, a sociologist would answer that it does not give us 
enough accurate information to develop an understand-
ing of the broader social picture. Th is picture becomes 
clear only when we know something about the society in 
which we live, the social processes that aff ect us, and the 
patterns of interaction that characterize our lives.

Let us take the issue of domestic violence. Figure 1-1 
shows that we could examine the issue in a variety of 
ways. If we knew a woman who was the victim of domes-
tic violence, we would have personal information about 
the experience. If she were willing to discuss her experi-
ence with us, we would know more about domestic vio-
lence at a specifi c case level. Although this information 
is important, it is not yet sociology and is closer to the 
personalized, common-sense approach to understand-
ing society. Sociology tries to move beyond that level of 
understanding.

If we rely on our own experiences, we are like the blind 
men of Hindu legend trying to describe an elephant: the 

extent and that everyone has not only the right but also 
the ability to put forth valid information about society. 
Th is is not the case. Some people have no interest in put-
ting forth true and objective information and are instead 
interested in convincing us to support their position or 
point of view. On other occasions, the “researchers” do 
not have the ability or training to disseminate accurate 
information about drug abuse, homelessness, welfare, 
high-school dropout rates, white-collar crime, or a host 
of other sociological topics.

Sociologists have diff erent goals in mind when they 
investigate a problem than do journalists or talk-show 
hosts. A television talk-show host needs to make the 
program entertaining and maintain high ratings, or the 
show might be canceled. A journalist is writing for a 
specifi c readership. Th is will certainly limit the choice of 
topics as well as the manner in which an issue is inves-
tigated. On the other hand, a sociologist must answer 
to the scientifi c community as she or he tries to further 
our understanding of a topic. Th is means that the goal 
is not high ratings but, rather, an accurate and scientifi c 
approach to the issue being studied.

In this book, we ask you to go beyond popular sociol-
ogy and investigate society more scientifi cally than you 
did before. You will learn to look at major events, as well 
as at everyday occurrences, a little diff erently and start 
to notice patterns you might have never seen before. 
After you are equipped with the tools of sociology, you 
should be able to evaluate critically popular presenta-
tions of sociology. You will see that sociology represents 
both a body of knowledge and a scientifi c approach to 
the study of social issues.

Sociology studies the interactions among different social 
groups.
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 5

marry for love, sociologists remind us that the decision 
to marry—or not to marry—is infl uenced by a variety of 
social values taught to us since early childhood.

Th at is, we select our mates based on the social values 
we internalize from family, peers, neighbors, commu-
nity leaders, and even our movie heroes. Th erefore, we 
are less likely to marry someone from a diff erent socio-
economic class, from a diff erent race or religion, or from 
a markedly diff erent educational background. Th us, as 
we pair off , we follow somewhat predictable patterns. In 
most cases, the man is older, earns more money, and has 
a higher occupational status than the woman.

Th ese patterns might not be evident to the two peo-
ple who are in love with each other; indeed, they might 
not be aware that anything other than romance played 
a role in their choice of a mate. As sociologists, however, 
we begin to discern marriage patterns.

We might note that marriage rates vary in diff erent 
parts of the country, that the average age of marriage 
is related to educational level, and that social class is 
related to marital stability. Th ese patterns (discussed in 
Chapter 12) show us that forces are at work that infl u-
ence marriage but might not be evident to the individu-
als who fall in love and marry.

C. Wright Mills (1959) described the diff erent levels 
on which social events can be perceived and interpreted. 
He used the term the sociological imagination to refer 
to this relationship between individual experiences and 
forces in the larger society that shape our actions Th e 
sociological imagination is the process of looking at all 
types of human behavior patterns and fi nding previ-
ously unseen connections among them. We see similari-
ties among individuals with no direct knowledge of one 
another, and we fi nd that subtle forces mold people’s 
actions. Like a museum-patron who draws back from 
a painting in order to see how the separate strokes and 
colors form subtly shaded images, sociologists stand 
back from individual events in order to see why and how 
they occurred. In so doing, they discover patterns that 
govern our social existence.

Th e sociological imagination focuses on every aspect 
of society and every relationship among individuals. It 
studies the behavior of crowds at sports events; shifts in 
styles of dress and popular music; changing patterns of 

fi rst man, feeling its trunk, asserts, “It is like a snake”; the 
second, trying to reach around the beast’s leg, argues, 
“No, it is like a tree”; and the third, feeling its solid side, 
disagrees, saying, “It is more like a wall.” In a small way, 
each person is right, but not one of them is able to under-
stand or describe the whole elephant.

If we were to look for recurring patterns in domestic 
violence, we would now be doing what sociologists do. 
A sociologist examining the issue might be interested in 
the age, socioeconomic level, and ethnic characteristics 
of the victims of domestic violence. A sociologist might 
compare these characteristics with the characteristics 
of victims of other types of violence: “Are there diff er-
ences?” they ask. “If so, what kinds and why?”

While studying sociology, you will be asked to look 
at the world a little diff erently from the way you usually 
do. Because you will be looking at the world through 
other people’s eyes—using new points of view—you 
will start to notice things you might never have noticed 
before. When you look at life in a middle-class suburb, 
for instance, what do you see? How does your view dif-
fer from that of a poor, inner-city resident? How does 
the suburb appear to a recent immigrant from Mexico, 
China, or India? How does it appear to a burglar? Finally, 
what does the sociologist see?

Sociology asks you to broaden your perspective on 
the world. You will start to see that people act in mark-
edly diff erent ways not because one person is sane and 
another is crazy. Rather, it is because they all have diff er-
ent ways of making sense out of what is going on in the 
world around them.

Th ese unique perceptions of reality produce varying 
lifestyles, which in turn produce diff erent perceptions of 
reality. To understand other people, we must stop look-
ing at the world from a perspective based solely on our 
own individual experiences.

The Sociological Imagination

Although most people interpret social events on the basis 
of their individual experiences, sociologists step back 
and view society more as an outsider than as a personally 
involved and possibly biased participant. For example, 
although we assume that most people in the United States 

Personalized approach Sociological approach

I know a woman
who was the
victim of domestic
violence.

I hear about laws
passed in Texas to
punish perpetrators
of domestic violence.

I read about the
causes of domestic
violence.

I do research on the
social characteristics
of perpetrators of
domestic violence.

FIGURE 1.1 Levels of Social Understanding: Domestic Violence
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Speaking from this side of the career-decision hurdle, 
I can say that being a sociologist has opened many 
doors for me. It gave me the credentials to teach at 
the college level and to become an author of a widely 
used sociology text. It also enabled me to be a news-
paper columnist and a talk-show host. Would I rec-
ommend this fi eld to anyone else? I would, but not 
blindly. Realize before you begin that sociology can 
be an extremely demanding discipline and, at times, 
an extremely frustrating one.

As in many other fi elds, the competition for jobs in 
sociology can be fi erce. If you really want this work, 
do not let the herd stop you. Anyone with motivation, 
talent, and a determined approach to fi nding a job will 
do well. However, be prepared for the long haul: To get 
ahead in many areas, you will need to spend more than 
four years in college. Consider your bachelor’s degree 
as just the beginning.

Jobs which involve advanced research or teaching 
at the college level often require a PhD, which means 
at least four to six years of school beyond the BA.

Now for the job possibilities. As you read through 
these careers, remember that right now your exposure 
to sociology is limited (you are only on Chapter 1 in 
your fi rst college sociology text), so do not eliminate 
any possibilities right at the start. Spend some time 
thinking about each one as the semester progresses 
and you learn more about this fascinating discipline.

Most people who go into sociology become teach-
ers. You will need a PhD to teach in college, but often 
a master’s degree will open the door for you at the 
two-year college or high school level.

Second in popularity to teaching are nonaca-
demic research jobs in government agencies, private 
research institutions, and the research departments of 
private corporations. Researchers perform many func-
tions, including conducting market research, public 
opinion surveys, and impact assessments. Evaluation 
research, as the last fi eld is known, has become more 
popular in recent years because the federal govern-
ment now requires environmental impact studies on 
all large-scale federal projects. For example, before a 
new interstate highway is built, evaluation researchers 
attempt to determine the eff ect the highway will have 
on communities along the proposed route.

Th is is only one of many opportunities available 
in government work. Federal, state, and local gov-
ernments in policy-making and administrative func-
tions also hire sociologists. For example, a sociologist 

employed by a community hospital provides needed 
data on the population groups being served and on the 
health-care needs of the community. Further, sociolo-
gists working in a prison system can devise plans to 
deal with the social problems that are inevitable when 
people are put behind bars. Here are a few additional 
opportunities in government work: community plan-
ner, correction offi  cer, environmental analyst, equal 
opportunity specialist, probation offi  cer, rehabilita-
tion counselor, resident director, and social worker.

A growing number of opportunities also exist in 
corporate America, including market researchers, 
pollsters, human resource managers, affirmative 
action coordinators, employee assistance program 
counselors, labor relations specialists, and public 
information offi  cers, just to name a few. Th ese jobs 
are available in nearly every fi eld from advertising to 
banking, from insurance to publishing.

Although your corporate title will not be “sociolo-
gist,” your educational background will give you the 
tools you need to do the job and do it well, which, to 
corporations, is the bottom line.

Whether you choose government or corporate 
work, you will have the best chance of fi nding the job 
you want by specializing in a particular fi eld of soci-
ology while you are still in school. You can become a 
crime and corrections specialist or become knowl-
edgeable in organizational behavior before you enter 
the job market. Many demographers, who compile 
and analyze population data, have specialized in 
urban sociology or population issues. Th ey may then 
also be equipped to help a community respond to 
neighborhood and environmental concerns. Keep in 
mind that many positions require a minor or some 
course work in other fi elds such as political science, 
psychology, ecology, law, or business. By combining 
sociology with these fi elds, you will be well prepared 
for the job market.

What next? Be optimistic and start planning. As 
the American Sociological Association observed, few 
fi elds are as relevant today and as broadly based as 
sociology. Yet, ironically, its career potential is just 
beginning to be tapped. Start planning by reading the 
Occupational Outlook Quarterly (it is available online) 
published by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, as 
well as academic journals to keep abreast of career 
trends. Th en study hard and choose your specialty. 
With this preparation, you will be well prepared when 
the time comes to fi nd a job.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

If You Are Thinking About Sociology as a Career, Read This
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courtship and marriage; the emergence and fading of dif-
ferent lifestyles, political movements, and religious sects; 
the distribution of income and access to resources and 
opportunities; decisions made by the Supreme Court, 
congressional committees, and local zoning boards; and 
so on. Every detail of social existence is food for socio-
logical thought and relevant to sociological analysis.

Th e potential for sociology to be used—applied 
to the solution of real-world problems—is enormous. 
Proponents of applied sociology believe the work of soci-
ologists can and should be used to help bring about an 
understanding of, and improvement of modern society.

Th e demand for applied sociology is growing, and 
many sociologists work directly with government agen-
cies or private businesses to apply sociological knowl-
edge to real-world problems.

For example, sociologists might investigate such ques-
tions as how the building of a dam will aff ect the residents 
of the area; how jury makeup aff ects the outcome of a 
case; why voters select one candidate over another; how 
a company can boost employee morale; and how relation-
ships among administrators, doctors, nurses, and patients 
aff ect hospital care. Th e answers to these questions have 
practical applications. Th e growing demand for socio-
logical information provides many new career choices 
for sociologists. (See “How Sociologists Do It: If You Are 
Th inking about Sociology as a Career, Read Th is.”)

Is Sociology Common Sense?

Common sense is what people develop through every-
day life experiences. In a very real sense, it is the set of 
expectations about society and people’s behavior that 
guides our own behavior. Unfortunately, these expecta-
tions are not always reliable or accurate because without 
further investigation, we tend to believe what we want to 
believe, to see what we want to see, and to accept as fact 
whatever appears to be logical. Whereas common sense 
is often vague, oversimplifi ed, and often contradictory, 
sociology as a science attempts to be specifi c, to qualify 
its statements, and to prove its assertions.

Upon closer inspection, we fi nd that the proverbial 
words of wisdom rooted in common sense are often 
illogical. Why, for example, should you “look before you 
leap” if “he who hesitates is lost”? How can “absence 
make the heart grow fonder” when “out of sight, out of 
mind”? Why should “opposites attract” when “birds of a 
feather fl ock together”? Th e common-sense approach to 
sociology is one of the dangers the new student encoun-
ters. Common sense often makes sense after the fact. It 
is more useful for describing events than for predicting 
them. It deludes us into thinking we knew the outcome 
all along (Hawkins and Hastie, 1990).

One researcher (Teigen, 1986) asked students to evalu-
ate actual proverbs and their opposites. When given the 
actual proverb, “Fear is stronger than love,” most students 
agreed that it was true, but so did students who were given 

the reverse statement, “Love is stronger than fear.” Th e 
same was true for the statements, “Wise men make prov-
erbs and fools repeat them” (actual proverb) and its rever-
sal, “Fools make proverbs and wise men repeat them.”

Although common sense gleaned from personal expe-
rience might help us in certain types of interactions, it 
does not help us understand why and under what condi-
tions these interactions are taking place. Sociologists as 
scientists attempt to qualify these statements by specify-
ing, for example, under what conditions opposites tend 
to attract or birds of a feather fl ock together. Sociology 
as a science is oriented toward gaining knowledge about 
why and under what conditions events take place to 
understand human interactions better. (For a discus-
sion of how sociology is diff erent from common sense, 
see “Day-to-Day Sociology: Too Smart to Marry?”)

Sociology and Science

Sociology is commonly described as one of the social sci-
ences. Science refers to a body of systematically arranged 
knowledge that shows the operation of general laws.

Sociology also employs the same general methods of 
investigation that are used in the natural sciences. Like 
the natural scientists, sociologists use the scientifi c 

method, a process by which a body of scientifi c knowledge 
is built through observation, experimentation, generaliza-
tion, and verifi cation.

Th e collection of data is an important aspect of the 
scientifi c method, but facts alone do not constitute a 
science. To have any meaning, facts must be ordered in 
some way, analyzed, generalized, and related to other 
facts. Th is is known as theory construction. Th eories 
help organize and interpret facts and relate them to pre-
vious fi ndings of other researchers.

Unlike other means of inquiry, science generally 
limits its investigations to things that can be observed 
directly or that produce directly observable events. Th is 
is known as empiricism, the view that generalizations 
are valid only if they rely on evidence that can be observed 
directly or verifi ed through our senses. For example, theo-
logians might discuss the role of faith in producing true 
happiness; philosophers might deliberate over what 
happiness actually encompasses; but sociologists would 
note, analyze, and predict the consequences of such 
measurable items as job satisfaction, the relationship 
between income and education, and the role of social 
class in the incidence of divorce.

Sociology as a Social Science

Th e social sciences consist of all those disciplines that 
apply scientifi c methods to the study of human behavior. 
Although there is some overlap, each of the social sci-
ences has its own area of investigation. It is helpful to 
understand each social science and examine sociology’s 
relationship to them.
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Psychology Th e study of individual behavior and men-
tal processes is part of psychology; the fi eld is concerned 
with such issues as motivation, perception, cognition, 
creativity, mental disorders, and personality. More than 
any other social science, psychology uses laboratory 
experiments.

Psychology and sociology overlap in a subdivision 
of each fi eld known as social psychology—the study of 
how human behavior is infl uenced and shaped by vari-
ous social situations. Social psychologists study such 
issues as how individuals in a group solve problems 
and reach a consensus or what factors might produce 
nonconformity in a group situation. Generally, how-
ever, psychology studies the individual, and sociol-
ogy studies groups of individuals as well as society’s 
institutions.

Cultural Anthropology Th e social science most closely 
related to sociology is cultural anthropology. Th e two 
share many theories and concepts and often overlap. 
Th e main diff erence is in the groups they study and 
the research methods they use. Sociologists tend to 
study groups and institutions within large, often mod-
ern, industrial societies, using research methods that 
enable them rather quickly to gather specifi c informa-
tion about large numbers of people. In contrast, cultural 
anthropologists often immerse themselves in another 
society for a long period of time, trying to learn as much 
as possible about that society and the relationships 
among its people. Th us, anthropologists tend to focus 
on the culture of small, preindustrial societies because 
they are less complex and more manageable using this 
method of study.

Many of the subjects that we study in sociology are 
also popular topics in the media or as concepts that 
people think of as common sense. Consider the idea 
that the more education a woman has, the less likely 
she is to marry. Any brainy girl who’s ever heard the 
taunt, “It’s not smart to be too smart,” is likely to 
wonder whether a high GPA will sink her chances of 
ever fi nding wedded bliss. Stereotypes like these are 
often given additional credence in the press. Maureen 
Dowd, a columnist for the New York Times, wrote, 
“Th e rule of thumb seems to be that the more suc-
cessful the woman, the less likely it is that she will 
fi nd a husband or bear a child. For men the reverse 
is true.” Most of the letters in response to her column 
agreed.

As with many stereotypes like this, often some 
nugget of truth is behind such thinking. But here’s 
the crucial diff erence between sociology and popu-
lar wisdom: As sociologists, we don’t automatically 
accept such easy pronouncements as fact. Like scien-
tists—and sociology is, after all, a social science—we 
want proof, and we cultivate a healthy degree of skep-
ticism until we get it. In a case such as this, we’d look 
at research data to determine whether these views 
are true. Were they accurate at a certain point in time 
but not at another? Do they describe certain women 
and not others?

A review of marriage data for the past few decades 
would show us that although the stereotype once was 
true, in the past 30 years, the marriage gap between 
more and less educated women has narrowed sig-
nifi cantly. In 1980, a woman who did not have a high 
school degree was more likely to be married than a 

woman with a college or graduate degree. Today, the 
reverse is true. College-educated women are now 
more likely to be married than high school dropouts.

Th e profi le of men most likely to marry has also 
changed. Today, the person most likely to end up 
without a wedding ring is the poorly educated man. 
Th e real truth now? Smart is sexy—for both sexes.

Percentage of White Males 40–44 Who Are 

Married

Education 1980 1990 2000

11th grade 85.6 75.2 65.0

College 86.2 81.0 78.2

Grad school 85.1 84.5 82.5

Percentage of White Females 40–44 Who Are 

Married

Education 1980 1990 2000

11th Grade 83.9 77.5 70.1

College 83.4 77.7 76.8

Grad School 66.0 71.3 73.8

United States Census of Population, Public Use 
Microdata Sample (PUMS) (5% sample).

Sources: Elaina Rose, “Education and Hypergamy in Mar-
riage Markets,” Department of Economics, Paper #353330 
(Seattle: University of Washington, March 2004); Maureen 
Dowd, “Th e Baby Bust,” New York Times, April 10, 2002.

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY

Too Smart to Marry?
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generally focus on phenomena such as revolutions or 
the patterns of dominance and subordination that exist 
in slavery. Th ey try to understand the common condi-
tions that contribute to revolutions or slavery wherever 
they occur.

Consider the subject of slavery in the United States. 
Traditionally, historians might focus on when the fi rst 
slaves arrived, how many slaves existed in 1700 or 1850, 
and the conditions under which they lived. Sociologists 
and modern social historians would use these data to 
ask many questions: What social and economic forces 
shaped the institution of slavery in the United States? 
How did the industrial revolution aff ect slavery? How 
has the experience of slavery aff ected the black fam-
ily? Although history and sociology have been moving 
toward each other over the past few decades, each disci-
pline still retains a somewhat diff erent focus: sociology 
on the present, history on the past.

Political Science Political science is the study of three 
major areas: political theory, the actual operation of 
government, and, in recent years, political behavior. Th is 
emphasis on political behavior overlaps with sociology. 
Th e primary distinction between the two disciplines 

Th e sociologist’s perspective on social issues is broader 
than that of the psychologist, as in the case of alcoholism, 
for example. Th e psychologist might view alcoholism as 
a personal problem that has the potential to destroy an 
individual’s physical and emotional health as well as his 
or her marriage, career, and friendships. Th e sociologist, 
however, would look for patterns in alcoholism. Although 
each alcoholic makes the decision to take each drink—
and each suff ers the pain of addiction—the sociologist 
would remind us to look beyond the personal character-
istics and to think about the broader aspects of alcohol-
ism. Sociologists want to know what types of people drink 
excessively, when they drink, where they drink, and under 
what conditions they drink. Th ey are also interested in 
the social costs of chronic drinking—costs in terms of 
families torn apart, jobs lost, children severely abused 
and neglected; costs in terms of highway accidents and 
deaths; costs in terms of drunken quarrels leading to 
violence and to murder. Noting the rapid rise of chronic 
alcoholism among women, sociologists might ask what 
forces are at work to account for these patterns.

Economics Economists have developed techniques for 
measuring such things as prices, supply and demand, 
money supplies, rates of infl ation, and employment. Th is 
study of the creation, distribution, and consumption of 
goods and services is known as economics. Th e economy, 
however, is just one part of society, and each individual 
in society decides whether to buy an American car or 
a Japanese import, whether she or he is able to handle 
the mortgage payment on a dream house, and so on. 
Whereas economists study price and availability fac-
tors, sociologists are interested in the social factors that 
infl uence a person’s economic decisions. Does peer pres-
sure result in buying the large fl ashy car, or does concern 
about gas mileage lead to the purchase of a fuel-effi  cient 
or hybrid vehicle? What social and cultural factors con-
tribute to the diff erences in the portion of income saved 
by the average wage earner in diff erent societies? What 
eff ect does the unequal allocation of resources have on 
social interaction? Th ese are examples of the questions 
sociologists seek to answer.

History Although not exactly a social science, history 
shares certain attributes with sociology. Th e study of his-
tory involves looking at the past to learn what happened, 
when it happened, and why it happened. Sociology also 
looks at historical events within their social contexts 
to discover why things happened and, more impor-
tant, to assess what their social signifi cance was and is. 
Historians provide a narrative of the sequence of events 
during a certain period and might use sociological 
research methods to learn how social forces have shaped 
historical events. Sociologists examine historical events 
to see how they infl uenced later social situations.

Historians focus on individual events—the American 
Revolution or slavery, for instance—and sociologists 

Sociologists and anthropologists share many theories and 
concepts. However, sociologists tend to study groups 
and institutions within large, modern, industrial societies; 
anthropologists tend to focus on the cultures of small, 
preindustrial societies.
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sociology and psychology, but social work focuses to a 
much greater degree on application and problem solving.

Th e main goal of social work is to help people solve 
their problems, whereas the aim of sociology is to under-
stand why the problems exist. Social workers provide help 
for individuals and families who have emotional and psy-
chological problems or who experience diffi  culties that 
stem from poverty or other ongoing problems rooted 
in the structure of society. Social workers also organize 
community groups to tackle local issues such as hous-
ing problems and try to infl uence policy-making bodies 
and legislation. Sociologists provide many of the theories 
and ideas used to help others. Although sociology is not 
social work, it is a useful area of academic concentration 
for those interested in entering the helping professions.

is that sociology focuses on how the political system 
aff ects other institutions in society, whereas political 
science devotes more attention to the forces that shape 
political systems and the theories for understanding 
these forces. However, both disciplines share an interest 
in why people vote the way they do, why they join politi-
cal movements, and how the mass media are changing 
political events.

Social Work In the early days of sociology, women were 
often unable to attend graduate sociology programs and 
chose social work studies instead, which may explain why 
the disciplines of sociology and social work are still often 
confused with each other. Much of the theory and many 
of the research methods of social work are drawn from 

It often seems as if sociologists and journalists are 
engaged in the same activities. Journalists examine 
and write about social issues. Th ey interview people. 
Th ey often conduct polls. Th ey make predictions. Th ey 
off er recommendations for correcting social problems. 
If journalists do all this, why would someone need to 
become trained as a sociologist?

Th is is a sociology textbook, so needless to say we 
are going to make the case that there is a diff erence 
between sociologists and journalists.

Newspapers and weekly news magazines are writ-
ten for the general public, which wants an overview 
of local and world events. One of the fundamental 
features of these media is the timely coverage of recent 
events. In recent years, newspapers have been suf-
fering because the latest information can often be 
found fi rst on the Internet or twenty-four-hour news 
channels. Th ere are at least three types of journal-
ists: reporters, who actually write stories; editors, who 
generate ideas for stories and review the copy; and edi-
torial writers, who interpret events or provide other 
ways of thinking about them. Journalists usually have 
a college degree in any of a wide variety of areas or 
an advanced degree from a professional journalism 
program. Jargon is kept to a minimum, and elaborate 
explanations must be presented in manageable terms 
so that the average reader can understand them.

P. J. Baker, L. E. Anderson, and D. S. Dorn (1993) 
analyzed the diff erence between sociology and jour-
nalism and noted that sociologists engage in the study 
of society with:

. . . the primary intent of sharing their work with other 
sociologists, not with the general public. . . . Th ey pay 

special attention to their methods of investigation, 
their theories of explanation, and their claims of 
originality. When sociologists publish their results, 
they are fully aware that other sociologists may 
dispute the soundness of their fi ndings or the logic 
of their explanations. Th e public has little interest 
in sociological disputes about methods, theories, or 
claims of originality.

Sociologists usually publish their writings as arti-
cles in scholarly journals, in chapters in books, or 
as full-length books. Th ese writings are screened by 
editors and critics hired to evaluate the merits of the 
work. Sociologists want their colleagues to recognize 
their work as truly signifi cant.

Journalists, however, are always thinking about 
tomorrow’s headlines or next week’s cover story. 
Sociologists’ work can never be completed in such 
short time frames. According to Baker, Anderson, 
and Dorn, “a major sociological study may take three 
to fi ve years,” although most take one to two years. 
Sociologists also have the freedom to study histori-
cal materials. “Sociologists are not totally indiff erent 
to the times in which they live; many hope that their 
work will be relevant to contemporary debates about 
current issues.” Essentially, the two fi elds represent 
diff erent approaches to social issues. Journalists get 
a multifaceted overview of an issue, whereas sociolo-
gists have the luxury of exploring a topic in depth and 
contemplating the ramifi cations of their fi ndings.

Source: P. J. Baker, L. E. Anderson, and D. S. Dorn, Social 

Problems: A Critical Th inking Approach, 2nd ed. (Belmont, 
CA: Wadsworth, 1993), 20–22.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

Is There a Difference between Sociology and Journalism?
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Th e work of journalists is also often confused with 
that of sociologists. It is common for journalists to write 
articles that examine sociological issues. (For a compari-
son of the two fi elds, see “How Sociologists Do It: Is Th ere 
a Diff erence between Sociology and Journalism?”)

THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIOLOGY ●

It is hardly an accident that sociology emerged as a sep-
arate fi eld of study in Europe during the nineteenth cen-
tury. Th at was a time of turmoil, a period in which the 
existing social order was shaken by the growing indus-
trial revolution and violent uprisings against established 
rulers (the American and French revolutions). People 
were also discovering, through world exploration, 
how other people lived. At the same time, the church’s 
power to impose its views of right and wrong was also 
declining. New social classes of industrialists and busi-
nesspeople emerged to challenge the rule of the feudal 
aristocracies.

Tightly knit communities, held together by centuries 
of tradition and well-defi ned social relationships, were 
strained by dramatic changes in society. Factory cities 
began to replace the rural estates of nobles as the centers 
for society at large. People with diff erent backgrounds 
were brought together under the same factory roof to 
work for wages instead of exchanging their services for 
land and protection. Families now had to protect them-
selves, to buy food rather than grow it, and to pay rent for 
their homes. Th ese new living and working conditions 
led to the development of an industrial, urban lifestyle, 
which, in turn, produced new social problems.

Many people were frightened by these changes and 
wanted to fi nd some way of coping with the new society. 
Th e need for a new understanding of society, together 
with the growing acceptance of the scientifi c method, 
led to the emergence of sociology.

Auguste Comte (1798–1857)

Born in the French city of Montpellier on January 19, 
1798, Auguste Comte grew up in the period of great 
political turmoil that followed the French Revolution 
of 1789–1799. In August 1817, Comte met Henri Saint-
Simon and became his secretary and eventually his close 
collaborator. Under Saint-Simon’s infl uence, Comte con-
verted from an ardent advocate of liberty and equality to 
a supporter of an elitist conception of society.

Saint-Simon and Comte rejected the lack of empiri-
cism in the social philosophy of the day. Instead they 
turned for inspiration to the methods and intellectual 
framework of the natural sciences, which they perceived 
as having led to the spectacular successes of industrial 
progress. Th ey set out to develop a “science of man” that 
would reveal the underlying principles of society much 
as the sciences of physics and chemistry explained 

nature and guided industrial progress. During their 
association the two men collaborated on a number of 
essays, most of which contained the seeds of Comte’s 
major ideas. Th eir alliance came to a bitter end in 1824 
when Comte broke with Saint-Simon for both fi nancial 
and intellectual reasons.

Comte saw this new science, which he named soci-
ology, as the greatest of all sciences. Sociology would 
include all other sciences and bring them all together 
into a cohesive whole.

Financial problems, lack of academic recognition, 
and marital diffi  culties combined to force Comte into 
a shell. Eventually, for reasons of “cerebral hygiene,” he 
no longer read any scientifi c work related to the fi elds 
about which he was writing.

Living in isolation at the periphery of the academic 
world, Comte concentrated his eff orts between 1830 
and 1842 on writing his major work, Cours de Philosophie 
Positive, the work in which he actually coined the term 
sociology. Comte devoted a great deal of his writing to 
describing the contributions he expected sociology 
would make in the future. He was much less concerned 
with defi ning sociology’s subject matter than with show-
ing how it would improve society.

Harriet Martineau (1802–1876)

Harriett Martineau was born in Norwich, England. She 
was the sixth of eight children and was unhappy in her 
youth. She became deaf at a young age and had no sense 
of taste or smell. Hearing aids did not exist then, so she 
used an ear trumpet.

Auguste Comte coined the term sociology. He wanted to 
develop “a science of man” that would reveal the underlying 
principles of society, much as the sciences of physics and 
chemistry explained nature and guided industrial progress.
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY12

Principles of Sociology (3 volumes)
Th e Study of Sociology
Principles of Biology (2 volumes)
Principles of Psychology (2 volumes)
Th e Principles of Ethics (2 volumes)

Eventually, Spencer became the most famous phi-
losopher of his time. His works were translated into 
many languages, and he received numerous honors and 
awards throughout the world.

Spencer believed society was similar to a living organ-
ism. Just as the individual organs of the body are interde-
pendent and make their specialized contributions to the 
living whole, so, too, are the various segments of society 
interdependent. Every part of society serves a specialized 
function necessary to ensure society’s survival as a whole.

Spencer became a proponent of a doctrine known 
as social Darwinism, which applied to society Charles 
Darwin’s notion of survival of the fi ttest, in which those spe-
cies of animals best adapted to the environment survived 
and prospered, whereas those poorly adapted died out.

In 1826, her father died, leaving her with little money. 
She needed to fi nd a job but the typical line of work for 
young women, teaching, was not open to her because 
she was deaf. Instead, she turned to writing.

In 1837, she published Th eory and Practice of Society 
in America, in which she analyzed the customs and life-
style present in nineteenth-century United States. Her 
book was based on traveling throughout the United 
States and observing day-to-day life in all its forms, 
from that which took place in prisons, mental hos-
pitals, and factories to family gatherings, slave auc-
tions, and even proceedings of the Supreme Court and 
Senate. Th e book helped map out what a sociological 
work dealt with by examining the impact of immigra-
tion, family issues, politics, and religion as well as race 
and gender issues. In her book, she also compared 
social stratifi cation systems in Europe with those in 
the United States.

Martineau’s work also demonstrated the level of 
objectivity she thought was necessary for an analysis 
of society when she noted, “It is hard to tell which is 
worse, the wide diff usion of things that are not true or 
the suppression of things that are.” Later in her career, 
she came to the conclusion that scholars should not just 
off er observations but should also use their research to 
bring about social reform for the benefi t of society. She 
asked her readers to “judge for themselves . . . how far 
the people of the United States lived up to” their stated 
ideals (Hoecker-Drysdale, 1992).

Martineau was outspoken about the treatment of 
women in the United States. She thought women were 
treated like slaves. She was a proponent of expanding 
the education of women so that they did not have to 
depend only on marriage to live successfully.

Martineau’s second important contribution to soci-
ology was translating into English Auguste Comte’s 
six-volume Positive Philosophy. Her two-volume edition 
of this book (1853) introduced the fi eld of sociology to 
England and infl uenced people such as Herbert Spencer 
as well as early American sociologists. Comte himself 
recommended Martineau’s translation to his students 
instead of his own.

Herbert Spencer (1820–1903)

Even though Herbert Spencer was largely self-educated, 
he had an enormous impact on a variety of fi elds, includ-
ing sociology. In 1858, he outlined an enormous proj-
ect for himself that few people have ever attempted. 
He wanted to demonstrate how the idea of evolution 
applied to sociology, biology, psychology, and morality. 
Spencer thought the ten volumes he planned to produce 
of this work would take 20 years. In fact, it took the rest 
of his life.

Th e books he produced, listed below, helped defi ne 
these fi elds and shape the future development of these 
disciplines.

Harriet Martineau was an early and signifi cant contributor 
to the development of sociology. She believed that scholars 
should not simply offer observations but should also use their 
research to bring about social reform.
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 13

was proof of their poor adaptability to the environment. 
Th e survivors were clearly of superior stock (Berry and 
Tischler, 1978).

Many people accepted social Darwinism because it 
served as a justifi cation for their control over society. It 
enabled them to oppose reforms or social welfare pro-
grams, which they viewed as interfering with nature’s 
plan to do away with the unfi t. Social Darwinism thus 
became a justifi cation for the repression and neglect of 
African Americans following the Civil War. It was also 
used to justify policies that resulted in the decimation of 
Native American populations (Parillo, 1997).

During the last years of his life, Spencer was quite 
isolated and disillusioned. He never married, and many 
of his close friends died. He imagined he had many ill-
nesses, which doctors were unable to verify or treat.

Spencer’s ties to social Darwinism have led many 
scholars to disregard his original contributions to the 
discipline of sociology. However, Spencer originally for-
mulated many of the standard concepts and terms still 
current in sociology, and their use derives directly from 
his works.

During the nineteenth century, sociology devel-
oped rapidly under the infl uence of three other schol-
ars of highly divergent temperaments and orientations. 
Despite their diff erences, however, Karl Marx, Èmile 
Durkheim, and Max Weber were responsible for shaping 
sociology into a relatively coherent discipline.

Karl Marx (1818–1883)

Karl Marx is often thought of as a revolutionary pro-
ponent of the political and social system seen in coun-
tries once labeled communist. It is true that nearly half 
of the people in the world live under political systems 
that claim ties to Marxism. Th e governments, however, 
have often modifi ed Marx’s original ideas to fi t their own 
philosophies.

Marx lived in Europe during the early period of indus-
trialization, when the overwhelming majority of people 
in such societies were poor. Th e rural poor moved to cit-
ies where employment was available in the factories and 
workshops of the new industrial economies.

Th ose who owned the factories exploited the masses 
who worked for them. Even children, some as young as 
fi ve or six years old, worked twelve-hour days, six and 
seven days a week (Lipsey and Steiner, 1975) and received 
barely enough money to survive. Th e rural poor became 
the urban poor. Meanwhile, the owners achieved great 
wealth, power, and prestige.

Marx wanted to understand why society produced 
such inequities, and he looked for a way to improve the 
human condition. Marx believed the entire history of 
human societies could be seen as the history of class 
confl ict—the confl ict between the bourgeoisie, who 
owned and controlled the means of production (capi-
talists), and the proletariat, who made up the mass of 

Spencer reasoned that people who could not success-
fully compete in modern society were poorly adapted to 
their environment and were therefore inferior.

Lack of success was viewed as an individual failing, 
and that failure was in no way related to barriers (such 
as prejudice or racism) created by society. In this view, 
to help the poor and needy was to intervene vainly in a 
natural evolutionary process. As Spencer noted:

Human society is always in a kind of evolutionary process 
in which the fi ttest—which happened to be those who 
can make lots of money—were chosen to dominate. Th ere 
were the armies of unfi t, the poor, who simply could 
not compete. And just as nature weeds out the unfi t, an 
enlightened society ought to weed out its unfi t and permit 
them to die off  so as not to weaken the racial stock.

(Spencer, 1864, p. 444)

Social Darwinism had a signifi cant eff ect on those 
who believed in the inequality of races. Th ey now 
claimed that those who had diffi  culty succeeding in 
the white world were really members of inferior races. 
Th e fact that they lost out in the competition for status 

Herbert Spencer helped defi ne what sociology would examine. 
Spencer also became a proponent of the doctrine known as 
social Darwinism.
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY14

Th e means of production would then be owned and 
controlled by the people in a workers’ socialist state. 
After the capitalist elements of all societies had been 
eliminated, the governments would wither away.

New societies would develop in which people could 
work according to their abilities and take according 
to their needs. Th e seeds of societal confl ict and social 
change would then come to an end because the factories 
were no longer privately owned.

In many capitalist societies today, regulatory mech-
anisms have been introduced to prevent some of the 
excesses of capitalism. Unions have been integrated into 
the capitalist economy and the political system, giving 
workers a legal, legitimate means through which they 
can benefi t from the capitalist system.

Marx was not a sociologist, but his considerable 
infl uence on the fi eld can be traced to his contributions 
to the development of confl ict theory, which will be dis-
cussed more fully in this chapter.

Émile Durkheim (1858–1917)

It might have been Spencer who wrote the fi rst textbook 
of sociology, but it was Émile Durkheim who produced 
the fi rst true sociological study. Durkheim’s work moved 
sociology fully out of the realm of social philosophy and 
helped chart the discipline’s course as a social science.

In 1895, Durkheim published Rules of the Sociological 
Method, in which he described what sociology was and 
how research should be done. He also founded the fi rst 
European Department of Sociology at the University of 
Bordeaux.

Durkheim believed that individuals were exclusively 
the products of their social environment and that soci-
ety shapes people in every possible way. To prove his 
point, Durkheim studied suicide. He believed that if he 
could take what was perceived to be a totally personal 
act and show that it is patterned by social factors rather 
than exclusively by individual mental disturbances, he 
would provide support for his point of view. People com-
mitted suicide because they were members of diff erent 
social groups that were infl uenced by a variety of social 
factors.

Durkheim began with the theory that the industrial-
ization of Western society was undermining the social 
control and support that communities had historically 
provided for individuals. Th e anonymity and imper-
sonality they encountered in these urban areas caused 
many people to become isolated from both family and 
friends. Further, in modern societies, people were fre-
quently encouraged to aspire to goals that were diffi  cult 
to attain.

Durkheim believed suicide rates were infl uenced by 
group cohesion and societal stability. He believed that 
low levels of cohesion—which involve more individual 
choice, more self-reliance, and less adherence to group 
standards—would mean high rates of suicide.

workers—the exploiters and the exploited. He believed 
the capitalists controlled wealth, power, and even 
ideas in society. Th ey infl uenced the political, educa-
tional, and religious institutions in their society as well. 
According to Marx, capitalists make and enforce laws 
that serve their interests and act against the interests 
of workers.

Marx predicted that capitalist society eventually 
would be split into two broad classes: the capitalists and 
the increasingly impoverished workers. Intellectuals 
like him would show the workers that the capitalist 
institutions were the source of exploitation and poverty. 
Gradually, the workers would become unifi ed and orga-
nized and then take over control of the economy.

Marx did not think this change would come about 
peacefully. Violent revolution would be necessary 
because those in power would not give up power vol-
untarily. Th e socialist system Marx envisioned would 
also require what he called “a dictatorship of the 
proletariat”—a temporary government in which the 
needs of the workers were protected. Eventually, this 
would lead to a true socialist society.

Karl Marx’s views on class confl ict were shaped by the industrial 
revolution. He believed that capitalist societies produced 
confl ict because of the deep divisions between the social 
classes.
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 15

To test his idea, Durkheim decided to study the 
suicide rates of Catholic versus Protestant countries. 
He assumed the suicide rate in Catholic countries 
would be lower than in Protestant countries because 
Protestantism emphasized the individual’s relationship 
to God over community ties. Th e comparison of suicide 
records in Catholic and Protestant countries in Europe 
supported his theory by showing the probability of sui-
cide was indeed higher in Protestant countries.

Recognizing the possibility that lower suicide rates 
among Catholics could be based on factors other than 
group cohesion, Durkheim proceeded to test other 
groups. Reasoning that married people would have 
more group ties than single people, or people with 
children more than people without children, or non–
college educated people more than college-educated 
people (because college tends to break group ties and 
encourage individualism), or Jews more than non-Jews, 
Durkheim tested each of these groups, and in each case, 
his theory held. Th en, characteristic of the scientist that 
he was, Durkheim extended his theory by identifying 
three types of suicide—egoistic, altruistic, and anomic—
that take place under diff erent types of conditions.

Egoistic suicide comes from low group cohesion, 
an underinvolvement with others. Durkheim argued 
that loneliness and a commitment to personal beliefs 
rather than to group values can lead to egoistic suicide. 
Th erefore, he found that single and divorced people 
had higher suicide rates than did married people and 
that Protestants, who tend to stress individualism, had 
higher rates of suicide than did Catholics.

Altruistic suicide derives from a very high level of 
group cohesion, an overinvolvement with others. Th e 
individual is so tied to a certain set of goals that he 
or she is willing to die for the sake of the community. 
Th is type of suicide, as Durkheim noted in his time, 
still exists in the military as well as in societies based 
on ancient codes of honor and obedience. Perhaps the 
best-known historical examples of altruistic suicide 
come from Japan in the ceremonial rite of seppuku, in 
which a disgraced person rips open his own belly, and 
in the kamikaze attacks by Japanese pilots toward the 
end of World War II.

Th e Japanese pilots, instead of being morose before 
the bombing missions that would cause their certain 
deaths, were often reported to be cheerful and serene. 
One 23-year-old kamikaze, in a letter to his parents, 
voiced the feelings of thousands of his fellows when he 
wrote, “I shall be a shield for His Majesty and die cleanly 
along with my squadron leader and other friends.” Th ere 
were, said Masuo, 16 members in his squadron and, he 
added, “May our deaths be as sudden and clean “as the 
shattering of crystal” (Axell, 2002).

Today, we often see examples of altruistic suicide in 
the terrorists who fl ew the planes into the World Trade 
towers and in the Middle Eastern suicide bombers. Th ese 
individuals are willing to sacrifi ce their lives for their 
cause as they blow up a building, plane, or restaurant. In 
addition to destroying the property, the terrorists often 
want to kill as many people as possible.

Anomic suicide results from a sense of feeling discon-
nected from society’s values. A person might know what 
goals to strive for but not be able to attain them, or a 
person might not know what goals to pursue. Durkheim 
found that times of rapid social change or economic cri-
sis are associated with high rates of anomic suicide.

Durkheim’s study was important not only because it 
proved that the most personal of all acts, suicide, is in 
fact a product of social forces but also because it was 
one of the fi rst examples of a scientifi cally conducted 
sociological study. Durkheim systematically posed theo-
ries, tested them, and drew conclusions that led to fur-
ther theories. He also published his results for everyone 
to see and criticize. (For a discussion of suicide in con-
temporary society, see “Our Diverse Society: Who Is at 
Most Risk for Suicide?”)

Durkheim’s interests were not limited to suicide. His 
mind ranged the entire spectrum of social activities. 
Two of his other classics include Th e Division of Labor in 
Society (1893) and Th e Elementary Forms of the Religious 

Émile Durkheim produced the fi rst true sociological study. 
Durkheim’s work helped move sociology out of the realm of 
social philosophy and into the direction of social science.
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY16

Even though we see various reports describing the 
tragedy of suicides among teenagers or returning 
veterans, the highest suicide rate is actually among 
elderly white men. About 31,000 suicides occur in the 
United States in any given year. In fact, it is the 11th 
leading cause of death with a rate of 11 suicide deaths 
per 100,000 people. Th e rate for white men over the 
age of 65, however, is actually about triple that overall 
rate. Elderly men also have a suicide rate that is eight 
times that of elderly women.

Although elderly women are three times as likely to 
attempt suicide as elderly men, men are more likely to 
succeed when they attempt suicide, consequently the 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Who Is at Most Risk for Suicide?

E th
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higher rate among elderly men. Men are more likely 
than women to use violent and lethal means to com-
mit suicide. A gun is more eff ective than pills. Others 
have noted that doctors tend to assume depression 
in the elderly is a natural feature of aging. Men tend 
to be more stoic about depression than women and 
receive less treatment.

Source: Sandra Yin, “Elderly White Men Affl  icted by High 
Suicide Rates,” Washington, D.C. Population Reference 
Bureau, August 2006. http://www.prb.org/Articles/2006/
ElderlyWhiteMenAffl  ictedbyHighSuicideRates.aspx, ac-
cessed February 6, 2009.
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Life (1917). In both works he drew on what was known 
about non-literate societies as evolutionary precursors 
of contemporary societies.

Durkheim focused on the forces that hold society 
together—that is, on the functions of various parts of 
society. Th is point of view, often called the functional-
ist theory or functionalist perspective, remains one of the 
dominant approaches to the modern study of society.

Max Weber (1864–1920)

Max Weber thought of sociology as the study of social 
action. He diff ered from the other founders of sociol-
ogy in a variety of ways. Herbert Spencer thought soci-
ety was similar to a living organism. Durkheim was 
concerned social cohesion in society. Marx believed 
the confl icts between social classes determined many 
things in society. In contrast, Max Weber’s primary 
focus was on the individual meanings people attach to 
the world around them.

In addition, much of Weber’s work attempted to clar-
ify, criticize, and modify the works of Marx. Th erefore, 
we shall discuss Weber’s ideas as they relate to and 
contrast with those of Marx. Unlike Marx, who was not 
only an intellectual striving to understand society but 
also a revolutionary conspiring to overturn the capi-
talist social system, Weber was essentially a German 
academic attempting to understand human behavior. 
Weber believed the role of intellectuals was simply to 
describe and explain truth, whereas Marx believed the 
scholar should also tell people what to do.

Marx believed that ownership of factories resulted 
in control of wealth, power, and ideas. Weber showed 
that economic control does not necessarily result in 
prestige and power. For example, the wealthy president 
of a chemical company whose toxic wastes have been 
responsible for the pollution of a local water supply 
might have little prestige in the community. Moreover, 
the company’s board of directors might deprive the 
president of any real power.

http://www.prb.org/Articles/2006/ElderlyWhiteMenAfflictedbyHighSuicideRates.aspx
http://www.prb.org/Articles/2006/ElderlyWhiteMenAfflictedbyHighSuicideRates.aspx
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of individuals by large bureaucratic structures. As he 
foresaw, bureaucracies now rule our modern industrial 
world, both capitalist and socialist—economic, politi-
cal, military, educational, and religious. Given the exist-
ing situation, it is easy to appreciate Weber’s anxiety. As 
he put it,

Each man becomes a little cog in the machine and, aware 
of this, his one preoccupation is whether he can become 
a bigger cog. . . . Th e problem which besets us now is not: 
how can this evolution be changed?—for that is impossible, 
but what will become of it? (Quoted in Coser, 1977)

The Development of Sociology 
in the United States

Sociology had its roots in Europe and did not become 
widely recognized in the United States until almost the 
beginning of the twentieth century. Th e early growth of 
American sociology began at the University of Chicago. 
Th at setting provided a context in which a large number 
of scholars and their students could work closely to refi ne 
their views of the discipline. It was there that the fi rst 
graduate department of sociology in the United States 
was founded in the 1890s. From the 1920s to the 1940s, 
the so-called Chicago school of sociologists led American 
sociology in the study of communities, with particular 
emphasis on urban neighborhoods and ethnic areas.

Many of America’s leading sociologists from this 
period were members of the Chicago school, including 
Robert E. Park, W. I. Th omas, and Ernest W. Burgess. 
Most of these individuals were Protestant ministers or 
sons of ministers and, as a group, they were deeply con-
cerned with social reform.

Also in Chicago, but not directly part of the univer-
sity, Jane Addams (1860–1935) was also deeply commit-
ted to social reform. Jane Addams was born in 1860 to a 
prosperous Quaker family dedicated to the antislavery 
cause. Her father, John Addams, was a politician and 
friend of Abraham Lincoln. Jane Addams was part of the 
fi rst generation of middle-class women to go to college 
and graduated as valedictorian from Rockford Female 
Seminary (Illinois) in 1881. Few professions were open 
to educated women then and, after graduation, Addams 
returned home and was expected to wait for a marriage 
proposal (Elshtain, 2001).

During the next few years, Addams traveled through 
Europe and observed the poverty that existed in the cit-
ies’ slums. She also studied ways in which various orga-
nizations attempted to alleviate poverty. During her 
stay in London, she visited a settlement house run by 
Oxford University students where they helped the poor. 
She used this settlement house, called Toynbee Hall, as a 
model for a program she would later develop in Chicago 
to assist the poor.

Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Star fi nally opened the 
doors to their own version of Toynbee Hall, Hull House, 

Although Marx maintained that control of produc-
tion inevitably results in control of ideologies, Weber 
stated that the opposite may happen: Ideologies some-
times infl uence the economic system.

When Marx called religion an “opium of the people,” 
he was referring to the ability of those in control to cre-
ate an ideology that would justify exploitation by those 
in power, Weber however, showed that religion could be 
a belief system that contributed to the creation of new 
economic conditions and institutions. In Th e Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904–1905), Weber 
tried to demonstrate how the Protestant Reformation of 
the seventeenth century provided an ideology that gave 
religious justifi cation to the pursuit of economic success 
through disciplined, hard work. Th is ideology, called the 
Protestant ethic, ultimately helped transform northern 
European societies from feudal agricultural communi-
ties into industrial capitalist societies.

Understanding the development of bureaucracy 
interested Weber. Marx saw capitalism as the source of 
control, exploitation, and alienation of human beings 
and believed that socialism and communism would ulti-
mately bring an end to this exploitation. Weber believed 
bureaucracy would characterize both socialist and capi-
talist societies. He anticipated and feared the domination 

Much of Max Weber’s work was an attempt to clarify, criticize, 
and modify the works of Karl Marx. He also studied the role of 
religion in the creation of new economic conditions.
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PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY18

society, but that it was primarily the responsibility of 
whites, who held the power to eff ect such change.

In 1903, he published Th e Souls of Black Folk, a collec-
tion of eloquent, well-reasoned essays on race relations. 
Blending sociology and economics, he described the 
injustices that had scarred the black experience in the 
United States. “Th e problem of the Twentieth Century is 
the problem of the color line,” he declared (Lewis, 2000).

Th roughout his life, Du Bois considered himself torn 
between being a black man and being an American. Th is 
confl ict led him to feel like an exile in the United States 
and, eventually, he left and moved to Ghana. As Du Bois 
noted in his autobiography:

Had it not been for the race problem early thrust upon 
me and enveloping me, I should have probably been an 
unquestioning worshipper at the shrine of the established 
social order into which I was born. But just that part of 
this order which seemed to most of my fellows nearest 
perfection seemed to me most inequitable and wrong: and 
starting from that critique, I gradually, as the years went 
by, found other things to question in my environment. (Du 
Bois, 1968)

Du Bois died in 1963 at the age of 95, one day before 
the famous march on Washington took place where 
Martin Luther King Jr. made his “I Have a Dream” 
speech. It was ironic that America’s preeminent black 

in September 1889. It was designed to serve the immi-
grant population of Chicago’s 19th ward. For 40 years, 
Hull House successfully served the community by off er-
ing a wide variety of clubs and activities.

During this time, Hull House and Jane Addams 
became known internationally for championing the 
rights of immigrants and fi ghting for child labor laws. 
She also advocated for industrial safety, juvenile courts, 
labor unions, women’s suff rage, and world peace.

Addams wrote extensively about Hull House activi-
ties. She published eleven books and numerous articles, 
and she spoke often at venues throughout the United 
States and the world. She lived on her inheritance and 
the proceeds from her writing and speaking engage-
ments because she did not receive a salary from Hull 
House. She also used her income to underwrite various 
social causes throughout her life.

In 1907, she published Newer Ideals of Peace, from 
which she became known internationally as a pacifi st. 
Th is brought her much ridicule when the United States 
entered World War I. But in time, the public began to 
embrace her ideals. By 1931, her reputation as a peace-
maker was fi rmly established, and she was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize, shared with Nicholas Murray Butler. 
After that, people from all over the world began to write 
her letters and to extoll her work. She received pleas for 
intervention around the world to help alleviate hunger, 
poverty, and oppression (Swarthmore College).

W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963) became the fi rst African 
American to receive a PhD from Harvard in 1896 with his 
dissertation, Th e Suppression of the African Slave-Trade 
to the United States. Du Bois then went on to Atlanta 
University, where he established and was in charge of the 
sociology program until 1910, when he left to become edi-
tor of Th e Crisis, the journal of the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People. By that time, 
Du Bois had written dozens of articles and books on the 
history and sociology of African Americans and was the 
country’s leading African-American sociologist.

When Du Bois came of age, racism was very much a 
part of the American landscape on both a popular and 
academic level. Politicians and writers were openly 
declaring that blacks belonged to an inferior race that 
contributed nothing to society. Du Bois believed that 
doctrines and theories had a powerful eff ect on social 
conditions. Slavery and the disenfranchisement of 
blacks were rooted in the notion of the inferiority of the 
race. It was important, he felt, to change these beliefs to 
improve the status of African Americans. Much of his 
scholarly work was governed by his view that sociologi-
cal studies of African Americans would have a positive 
eff ect on public opinion (Brotz, 1966).

Du Bois argued for the acceptance of African 
Americans into all areas of society and advocated mili-
tant resistance to white racism. He believed that it was 
not solely the responsibility of blacks, nor was it in their 
capacity, to alter their collective place in American 

W. E. B. Du Bois was the fi rst African American to receive a 
PhD from Harvard University. He wrote dozens of articles and 
books on the history and sociology of African Americans.
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to be. Sooner or later, some will be found rooted in fact, 
and others will be unusable and fi nally discarded.

Let us examine the paradigms sociologists are likely 
to use.

Functionalism

Functionalism—or structural functionalism, as it is 
often called—is rooted in the writings of Spencer and 
Durkheim and the work of such scholars as Parsons 
and Merton. Functionalism views society as a system 
of highly interrelated structures or parts that function or 
operate together harmoniously.

Functionalists analyze society by asking what each 
diff erent part contributes to the smooth functioning of 
the whole. For example, we may assume the education 
system serves to teach students specifi c subject mat-
ter. However, functionalists might note that it acts as a 
system to socialize the young so that they can become 
members of society. Th e education system serves as a 
gatekeeper to the rewards society off ers to those who 
follow its rules.

From the functionalist perspective, society appears 
quite stable and self-regulating. Much like a biological 
organism, society is normally in a state of equilibrium or 
balance. Most members of a society share a value system 
and know what to expect from one another.

Functionalism is a very broad theory in that it 
attempts to account for the complicated interrelation-
ships of all the elements that make up human societies. 
In a way, it is impossible to be a sociologist and not be a 
functionalist because most parts of society serve some 
stated or unstated purpose. Functionalism is limited 
in one regard, however: Th e assumption that societies 
are normally in balance or harmony makes it diffi  cult 
for proponents of this view to account for how social 
change comes about.

If major parts of society fi t together smoothly, we can 
assume that the social system is working well. Confl ict 
is then seen as something that disrupts the essential 
orderliness of the social structure and produces imbal-
ance between the parts and the whole.

Confl ict Theory

Confl ict theory is rooted in the work of Marx and other 
social critics of the nineteenth century. Confl ict theory 
proposes that each individual or group struggles to attain 
the maximum benefi t. Th is causes society to change con-
stantly in response to social inequality and social confl ict.

For confl ict theorists, social change pushed forward 
by social confl ict is the normal state of aff airs. Calm peri-
ods are merely temporary stops along the road. Confl ict 
theorists believe social order results from those in power 
making sure that subordinate groups are loyal to the sys-
tems that are the dominant groups’ sources of wealth, 
power, and prestige. Th e powerful will use coercion, 

intellectual died on the eve of this great civil rights gath-
ering, which had gained so much energy from his ideas 
against segregation.

Du Bois had long ago concluded that the possibility 
of racial equality was a receding mirage for people of 
color. At the time of his death, he was leading the life of 
a political exile in Ghana.

Talcott Parsons (1902–1979) was the sociologist 
most responsible for developing theories of structural 
functionalism in the United States. He presided over 
the Department of Social Relations at Harvard College 
from the 1930s until he retired in 1973. Parsons’s early 
research was quite empirical, but he later turned to 
the philosophical and theoretical side of sociology. 
In Th e Structure of Social Action (1937), Parsons pre-
sented English translations of the writings of European 
thinkers, most notably Weber and Durkheim. In his 
best-known work, Th e Social System (1951), Parsons por-
trayed society as a stable system of well-ordered, inter-
related parts. His viewpoint elaborated on Durkheim’s 
perspective.

Robert K. Merton also has been an infl uential propo-
nent of functionalist theory. In his classic work, Social 
Th eory and Social Structure (1968), fi rst published in 1949, 
Merton spelled out the functionalist view of society. One 
of his main contributions to sociology was to distinguish 
between two forms of social functions—manifest func-
tions and latent functions. By social functions, Merton 
meant those social processes that contribute to the ongo-
ing operation or maintenance of society. Manifest func-

tions are the intended and recognized consequences of 
those processes. For example, one of the manifest func-
tions of going to college is to obtain knowledge, train-
ing, and a degree in a specifi c area. Latent functions are 
the unintended or not readily recognized consequences 
of such processes. Th erefore, college can also off er the 
opportunity of establishing lasting friendships and fi nd-
ing potential marriage partners.

Under the leadership of Parsons and Merton, sociol-
ogy in the United States moved away from a concern 
with social reform and adopted a so-called value-free 
perspective. Th is perspective, which Max Weber advo-
cated, requires description and explanation rather than 
prescription; it holds that people should be told what is, 
not what should be.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ●

How should you begin to think about society? You fi rst 
need to start with a set of assumptions that off er a 
framework for interpreting the results of studies. Such 
assumptions are known as paradigms. For example, 
good will triumph over evil is a paradigm.

Paradigms are models or frameworks for questions 
that generate and guide research. Of course, not all para-
digms are equally valid, even though at fi rst they seem 
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also occurs on an intimate scale between individuals. 
Th e interactionist perspective focuses on how individu-
als make sense of—or interpret—the social world in which 
they participate. As such, this approach is primarily 
concerned with human behavior on a person-to-person 
level. Interactionists criticize functionalists and confl ict 
theorists for implicitly assuming that social processes 
and social institutions somehow have a life of their own 
apart from the participants.

Interactionists remind us that the educational sys-
tem, the family, the political system, and, indeed, all of 
society’s institutions are ultimately created, maintained, 
and changed by people interacting with one another.

Th e interactionist perspective includes a number of 
loosely linked approaches. George Herbert Mead devised 
a symbolic interactionist approach that focuses on signs, 
gestures, shared rules, and written and spoken language. 
Harold Garfi nkel used ethnomethodology to show how 
people create and share their understandings of social 
life. Erving Goff man took a dramaturgical approach in 
which he saw social life as a form of theater. (We will dis-
cuss ethnomethodology and dramaturgy in Chapter 5.) 
Of these three approaches, the symbolic interactionist 
approach has received the widest attention and presents 
us with a well-formulated theory. Table 1-1 compares 
the functionalist, confl ict theory, and interactionist 
approaches to sociology.

Symbolic Interactionism

As developed by George Herbert Mead (1863–1931), 
symbolic interactionism is concerned with the mean-
ings that people place on their own and one another’s 
behavior.

Human beings are unique in that most of what they 
do with one another has meaning beyond the concrete 

constraint, and even force to control those people who 
are not voluntarily loyal to the laws and rules those in 
control have made. When this order cannot be main-
tained and the subordinate groups rebel, change comes 
about.

Confl ict theorists are concerned with the issue of 
who benefi ts from particular social arrangements and 
how those in power maintain their positions and con-
tinue to reap benefi ts from them. Th e ruling class is 
seen as a group that spreads certain values, beliefs, and 
social arrangements to enhance its power and wealth. 
Th e social order then refl ects the outcome of a struggle 
among those with unequal power and resources.

Confl ict perspectives are often criticized as concen-
trating too much on confl ict and change and too little on 
what produces stability in society.

Th ey also are criticized for being too ideologically 
based and using little in the way of research methods or 
objective statistical evidence. Confl ict theorists coun-
ter that the complexities of modern social life cannot 
be reduced to statistical analysis and that doing so has 
caused sociologists to become detached and removed 
from the real causes of human problems.

Both functionalist and confl ict theories are descrip-
tive and predictive of social life. Each has its strengths 
and weaknesses, and each emphasizes an important 
aspect of society and social life.

The Interactionist Perspective

Functionalism and confl ict theory can be thought of as 
opposite sides of the same coin. Although quite diff erent 
from one another, they share certain similarities. Both 
approaches focus on major structural features of entire 
societies and attempt to give us an understanding of 
how societies survive and change. Social life, however, 

TABLE 1-1 Major Theoretical Perspectives in Sociology

Perspective Scope of Analysis Point of View Focus of Analysis

Structural-Functional Macro level The various parts of society are 
interdependent and functionally related.

The functional and dysfunctional aspects 
of institutions and society

Social systems are highly stable.

Social life is governed by consensus and 
cooperation.

Social Confl ict Macro level Society is a system of accommodations 
among competing interest groups.

How social inequalities produce confl ict

Who benefi ts from particular social 
arrangements

Social systems are unstable and are likely 
to change rapidly.

Social life involves confl ict because of 
differing goals.

Interactionist Micro level Most of what people do has meaning 
beyond the concrete act.

How people make sense of the world in 
which they participate

The meanings that people place on 
their own and on one another’s 
behavior can vary.
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professor asking students to read a chapter or a com-
pany vice president informing department heads of 
new rules.

Such interactions, therefore, although they appear 
to be simple social actions, also are laden with highly 
symbolic social meanings. Th ese symbolic meanings are 
intimately connected with our understanding of what it 
is to be and to behave as a human being. Th is includes 
our sense of self; how we experience others and their 
views of us; the joys and pains we feel at home, at school, 
at work, and among friends and colleagues; and so on. 
(See “Sociology in Strange Places: What Do People Do 
Online?” for new forms of symbolic communication.)

Symbolic interaction and its various off shoots have 
been criticized for paying too little attention to the larger 
elements of society. Interactionists respond that societ-
ies and institutions consist of individuals who interact 
with one another and do not exist apart from these basic 
units. Th ey believe that an understanding of the process 
of social interaction will lead to an understanding of the 
rest of society. Nevertheless, symbolic interactionism 
does complement functionalism and confl ict theory in 
important ways and gives us important insights into 
how people interact.

act. According to Mead, people do not act or react auto-
matically but carefully consider and even rehearse what 
they are going to do. Th ey take into account the other 
people involved and the situation in which they fi nd 
themselves. Th e expectations and reactions of other 
people greatly aff ect each individual’s actions. In addi-
tion, people give things meaning and act or react on the 
basis of these meanings. For example, when the fl ag of 
the United States is raised, people stand because they 
see the fl ag as representing their country.

Because most human activity takes place in social 
situations—in the presence of other people—we must fi t 
what we as individuals do with what other people in the 
same situation are doing. We go about our lives assum-
ing that most people share our defi nitions of basic social 
situations. Th is agreement on defi nitions and meanings 
is the key to human interactions in general, according 
to symbolic interactionists. For example, a staff  nurse 
in a mental hospital unlocking a door for an inpatient 
is doing more than simply enabling the patient to pass 
from one ward to another. He or she also is communi-
cating a position of social dominance over the patient 
(within the hospital) and is carrying a powerful symbol 
of that dominance—the key. Th e same holds true for a 

People do many things when they use the Internet. 
Teens and the so-called generation Y (ages 18–32) are 
the most likely groups to use the Internet for enter-
tainment and for communicating with friends and 
family. Younger people use the Internet for entertain-
ment by watching videos, playing online games, or 
downloading music. Th e 12–32 group is more likely 
than older groups to use social networking sites and 
to create profi les on those sites. Th ey also use personal 
blogs and social networking sites to communicate 
with friends. Th is group is also more likely than older 
generations to use instant messaging. Th e favorite 
Internet activity for teens is game playing.

Older generations are more likely to use the Internet 
as a research, banking, or shopping tool; to fi nd health 
or religious information; or to visit government Web 
sites. Th ey are less likely to use the Internet for social-
izing and entertainment.

Most Common Online Activities
Teens (12–17)

1. Play video games
2. Use social networking sites
3. Send instant messages

Generation Y (18–32)

1. Watch videos
2. Get job information
3. Use social networking sites

Older Baby Boomers (55–63)

1. Get health information
2. Shop online
3. Visit government sites

Source: Sydney Jones and Susannah Fox, “Generations 
Online 2009,” Pew Internet & American Life Project, 
January 28, 2009, http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_
Generations_2009.pdf, accessed.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

What Do People Do Online?

http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Generations_2009.pdf
http://www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Generations_2009.pdf
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SUMMARY ■

A great deal of social-issue information comes from • 
sources that have an interest in developing support 
for a particular point of view.

Sociology, by contrast, is the scientifi c study of • 
human society and social interactions.

Sociology seeks an accurate and scientifi c under-• 
standing of society and social life.

Th e main focus of sociology is on the group, not on • 
the individual.

A sociologist tries to understand the forces that • 
operate throughout the society—forces that mold 
individuals, shape their behavior, and thus deter-
mine social events.

Th e social sciences consist of all those disciplines • 
that apply scientifi c methods to the study of human 
behavior. Although the areas of interest do over-
lap, each of the social sciences has its own area of 
investigation.

Cultural anthropology, psychology, economics, • 
history, political science, and social work all have 
some things in common with sociology, but each 
has its own distinct focus, objectives, theories, and 
methods.

Sociology emerged as a separate fi eld of study in • 
Europe during the nineteenth century. It was a 
time of turmoil and a period of rapid and dramatic 
social change. Industrialization, political revolution, 
urbanization, and the growth of a market economy 
undermined traditional ways of doing things.

Th e need for a systematic analysis of society, coupled • 
with the acceptance of the scientifi c method, 
resulted in the emergence of sociology.

In the United States, sociology developed in the early • 
twentieth century. Its early growth took place at 
the University of Chicago, where the fi rst graduate 
department of sociology in the United States was 
founded in 1890.

Th e so-called Chicago school of sociology focused on • 
the study of urban neighborhoods and ethnic areas 
and included many of America’s leading sociologists 
of the period.

Scientists need a set of working assumptions to • 
guide them in their professional activities.

Th ese models, or frameworks for questions that gen-• 
erate and guide research, are known as paradigms.

Sociologists have developed several paradigms to • 
help them investigate social processes.

Functionalism views society as a system of highly • 
interrelated structures that function or operate 
together harmoniously. Functionalists analyze 
society by asking what each part contributes to the 

Contemporary Sociology

Contemporary sociological theory continues to build 
on the original ideas proposed in functionalism, confl ict 
theory, and the interactionist perspective. Seeing con-
temporary sociological theory as either confl ict theory 
or functionalism in the original sense would be diffi  -
cult. Much of it has been modifi ed to include important 
aspects of each theory. Even symbolic interactionism 
has not been wholeheartedly embraced, and aspects of 
it have instead been absorbed into general sociological 
writing.

Very little contemporary sociological theory still can 
be identifi ed as true functionalism. Part of this is because 
sociologists today no longer try to develop all-inclu-
sive theories and, instead, opt for what Merton (1968) 
referred to as middle-range theories. Middle-range 

theories are concerned with explaining specifi c issues 
or aspects of society instead of trying to explain how all 
of society operates. A middle-range theory might be one 
that explains why divorce rates rise and fall with certain 
economic conditions or how crime rates are related to 
residential patterns.

During the past 30 years, conflict theory has been 
influenced by a generation of neo-Marxists. These 
people have helped produce a more complex and 
sophisticated version of conflict theory that goes 
beyond the original emphasis on class conflict and 
instead shows that conflict exists within almost every 
aspect of society (Gouldner, 1970, 1980; Skocpol, 1979; 
Starr, 1982, 1992; Tilly, 1978, 1981; Wallerstein, 1974, 
1979, 1980, 1991).

Some sociologists have turned to approaches 
that grew out of developments in Europe after 1960. 
Approaches known as postmodernism, poststructural-
ism, or critical theory became popular. Others turned to 
the methods of anthropology and became critical of the 
previous emphasis on objective or scientifi c approaches 
to research.

Theory and Research

Sociological theory gives meaning to sociological prac-
tice. Merely assembling countless descriptions of social 
facts is not useful for understanding society as a whole. 
Only when data are collected to answer the specifi c 
questions growing out of a specifi c theory can conclu-
sions be drawn and valid generalizations made. Th is is 
the ultimate purpose of all science.

Th eory without practice (research to test it) is at 
best poor philosophy and at worst unscientifi c, and 
practice not based on theory is at best trivial and 
at worst a tremendous waste of time and resources. 
Th erefore, in the next chapter, we shall move from 
theory to practice—to the methods and techniques of 
social research.
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Contemporary sociology has built on and modifi ed • 
the insights of these three theoretical perspectives.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

smooth functioning of the whole. From the function-
alist perspective, society appears quite stable and 
self-regulating. Critics have attacked the conserva-
tive bias inherent in this assumption.

Confl ict theory sees society as constantly chang-• 
ing in response to social inequality and social 
confl ict. For these theorists, social confl ict is the 
normal state of aff airs; social order is maintained 
by coercion. Confl ict theorists are concerned with 
the issue of who benefi ts from particular social 
arrangements and how those in power maintain 
their positions.

Th e interactionist perspective focuses on how indi-• 
viduals make sense of, or interpret, the social world 
in which they participate. Th is perspective consists 
of a number of loosely linked approaches.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER ONE STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each of the following concepts with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Scientifi c method h. Social cohesion m. Altruistic suicide
b. Middle-range theory j. Manifest function n. Anomic suicide
d. Paradigms j. Latent function o. Applied sociology
 e. Functionalism k. The sociological imagination p. Social Darwinism
  f. Confl ict theory l. Egoistic suicide
g. Interactionist perspective

     1. The degree to which people are bonded to groups and to the society as a whole
     2. The belief that inequality in society is the result of a natural selection based on individual ca-

pacities and abilities
     3. The ability to see the link between personal experiences and social forces
     4. Paradigm that proposes that different sectors of a society have different interests and focuses 

on how groups use resources to secure their own particular interests
     5. General views of the world that determine the questions to be asked and the important things 

to look at in answering them
     6. The use of sociological knowledge not just to understand problems in the real world but to 

solve those problems
     7. The paradigm that focuses on how people interpret and attempt to infl uence the social world
     8. Intended outcomes of an institution
     9. A process by which a body of scientifi c knowledge is built through observation, experimenta-

tion, generalization, and verifi cation
     10. Explanations that focus on specifi c issues rather than on society as a whole
     11. The paradigm that emphasizes how elements of a society work (or do not work) toward accom-

plishing necessary functions
     12. Suicide caused by feelings of normlessness and confusion, the feeling that the rules of the 

game no longer make sense
     13. Unintended, unrecognized, but often useful consequence of an institution
     14. Suicide that results from the willingness to sacrifi ce one’s own life for the good of the social group
     15. Suicide related to lack of involvement with others

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

 a. Auguste Comte e. Emile Durkheim i. W. E. B. Du Bois
b. Harriet Martineau f. Karl Marx j. Talcott Parsons
 c. C. Wright Mills g. Max Weber k. Robert K. Merton
d. Herbert Spencer h. Jane Addams l. George Herbert Mead

     1. Saw society as an organism; applied Darwin’s idea of survival of the fi ttest to explain and justify 
social conditions of different individuals and groups

     2. African-American sociologist, early twentieth century; militant opponent of racism and keen ob-
server of its effects (The Souls of Black Folk)

     3. Theorist whose ideas provide the basis for symbolic interactionism
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     4. American sociologist; developed concept of the sociological imagination
     5. Coined the term sociology; emphasized empiricism; thought society was evolving toward 

 perfection
     6. American proponent of structural functionalism who saw social systems as complicated but 

stable interrelations of diverse parts
     7. Wrote observations of institutions (prisons, factories, and so on); compared American and Euro-

pean class systems.
     8. Emphasized social solidarity; studied rates of behavior in groups rather than individual behavior
     9. Advocated middle-range theories and emphasized the distinction between manifest and latent 

functions of social processes
     10. American social reformer; founded Hull House, a settlement house for immigrants in Chicago
     11. Viewed social change as resulting from the confl icts between social classes trying to  secure 

their interests. Thought that eventually the workers would overthrow the capitalist-run 
 system.

     12. Thought power, wealth, and status were separate aspects of social class. Saw bureaucratiza-
tion as a dominant trend with far-reaching social consequences. Contradicted Marx in arguing 
that religious ideas infl uenced economics, specifi cally that Protestantism brought the rise of 
capitalism.

Central Idea Completions ●

Following the instructions, fi ll in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions 
posed in the following section.

1. Recently, there has been much public discussion and some proposed legislation concerning adults who 
use the Internet to prey on children. Sociologists have also studied this problem. (a) How do the goals 
of sociologists differ from those of journalists or talk-show hosts in looking at this problem? (b) With re-
gard to Internet predators, how does the information sociologists use differ from the information jour-
nalists and talk-show hosts use?

a.  __________________________________________________________________________________________    

b.  __________________________________________________________________________________________    

2. According to some statistics, since the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq that began in 2003, suicide 
rates among soldiers have risen dramatically for both those in Iraq and those who have returned after 
tours in Iraq. Using your own knowledge and imagination, identify factors that might promote each of 
the types of suicide in Durkheim’s typology with respect to the U.S. military.

a. Egoistic suicide  ____________________________________________________________________________    

b. Altruistic suicide  ___________________________________________________________________________    

c. Anomic suicide _____________________________________________________________________________    

3. Tischler says that some people who use sociological data and ideas “have no interest in putting forth 
objective information.” Imagine that there has been a shooting on a campus. How might the interests 
of the following entities affect the way they treat information?

a. The local newspaper ________________________________________________________________________    

b. The school administration ___________________________________________________________________    

c. The campus police or security ________________________________________________________________    

d. The NRA __________________________________________________________________________________    
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4. What questions and research strategies might each of the major sociological paradigms use in looking 
at the issue of steroid use among athletes?

a. Structural functionalism _____________________________________________________________________    

b. Confl ict theory _____________________________________________________________________________    

c. Interactionist perspective ____________________________________________________________________    

5. Think of some institution or organization—a university or elementary school, a court, a church—and list 
its manifest functions and latent functions.

a. Manifest Functions __________________________________________________________________________    

b. Latent Functions ___________________________________________________________________________    

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Women (white, 40–44 years old) with advanced education are much more likely to be married today 
than were their counterparts in 1980. High school dropouts (white, 40–44 years old) of both sexes are 
less likely to be married than were their counterparts in 1980. What might account for these changes?

2. In debates over current political and social issues, which arguments and ideas are most compatible with 
social Darwinism? Which current ideas are most at odds with social Darwinism?

3. Re-read Tischler’s insert on sociology as a career. Use the occupational handbooks in your library or on 
the internet, as well as fl yers from your campus employment service to conduct a preliminary career in-
ventory of specifi c occupations for which a major in sociology would be helpful.

Internet Activities ●

1. The American Sociological Association website (http://www.asanet.org/) has a lot of information for so-
ciologists. For prospective sociologists, it also has the ASA booklet on careers in sociology (http://www.
asanet.org/cs/root/leftnav/careers_and_jobs/careers_in_sociology)

2. If the sociological theorists seem too imposing, take a look at the Dead Sociologists’ Society (http://
www2.pfeiffer.edu/˜lridener/DSS/DEADSOC.HTML). Larry Ridener founded the site after seeing the 
1989 Robin Williams movie, The Dead Poets Society. As the Williams character tried to get his students 
interested in poetry, Ridener wanted to interest his students in sociological ideas. The site has excellent 
links on a wide variety of sociological topics.

3. For more information on suicide rates in the United States, go to http://www.suicide.org/suicide-statis-
tics.html. It has data comparing rates by sex, race, and age. It also shows the rates for each state. Some 
states have rates that are more than three times the rates of other states. Can you think of social factors 
that can account for these differences?

4. Where did all these Madisons come from, and what happened to Mildred? Sociology shows us that 
decisions that seem highly personal and individual (such as the decision to commit suicide) fall into pat-
terns. Another such decision is what to name the baby. You can see these patterns and check your own 
name at the U.S. Census website (http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/). For the same information 
presented in graphs, visit http://www.babynamewizard.com/voyager.

http://www.asanet.org/
http://www.asanet.org/cs/root/leftnav/careers_and_jobs/careers_in_sociology
http://www.asanet.org/cs/root/leftnav/careers_and_jobs/careers_in_sociology
http://www2.pfeiffer.edu/�lridener/DSS/DEADSOC.HTML
http://www2.pfeiffer.edu/�lridener/DSS/DEADSOC.HTML
http://www.suicide.org/suicide-statistics.html
http://www.suicide.org/suicide-statistics.html
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/
http://www.babynamewizard.com/voyager
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5. Blogs. Several sociology blogs appear on the Internet. Sociological Images (http://contexts.org/soci-
mages/) is one of the liveliest, and you’ll fi nd links to other blogs. (As the name implies, it always has 
pictures.)

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. h; 2. p; 3. k; 4. f; 5. d; 6. o; 7. g; 8. i; 9. a; 10. b; 11. e; 12. n; 13. j; 14. m; 15. l

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. d; 2. i; 3. l; 4. c; 5. a; 6. j; 7. b; 8. e; 9. k; 10. h; 11. f; 12. g

http://contexts.org/socimages/
http://contexts.org/socimages/
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dinner, and another drink later in the evening, she is a 
binge drinker. Based on this standard, her blood alco-
hol level might not be at the level most states defi ne as 
being drunk. In essence, therefore, many binge drinkers 
are legally sober.

In the years since the JAMA article, repeated studies 
have shown that binge drinking on college campuses has 
actually been declining for many years and abstinence 
has been increasing. Yet, the false impression contin-
ues that binge drinking is a growing problem on college 
campuses (Perkins et al., 2001).

When the media reported on the Harvard School of 
Public Health study published in a prestigious journal, 
they thought they were making the public aware of a 
troubling social issue. Th e media do not have the time 
or ability to evaluate carefully the validity of every press 
release or the accuracy of the information. As you will 
see in this chapter, the research process requires a num-
ber of specifi c steps to produce a valid study. Only when 
this is done faithfully can we have any confi dence in the 
results of the study. In this chapter, we examine some 
of the methods scientists in general—and sociologists in 
particular—use to collect data to test their ideas.

THE RESEARCH PROCESS ●

How should you conduct a research study? After reading 
Chapter 1, “Th e Sociological Perspective,” you know not 
to approach a study and draw conclusions on the basis 
of your personal experience and perceptions; rather, you 
must approach the study scientifi cally.

To approach a study scientifi cally, remember that sci-
ence has two main goals: (1) to describe in detail par-
ticular characteristics and events and (2) to propose and 
test theories that help us understand these characteris-
tics and events.

Th ere is a great deal of similarity between what a 
detective does in attempting to solve a crime and what a 
sociologist does in answering a research problem. In the 
course of their work, both detectives and sociologists 
must gather and analyze information.

For detectives, the object is to identify and locate 
criminals and collect enough evidence to ensure that 
their identifi cation is correct. Sociologists develop 
hypotheses, collect data, and develop theories to help 
them understand social behavior. Although their spe-
cifi c goals diff er, both sociologists and detectives try to 
answer two general questions: why something happened 
and under what circumstances it is likely to happen 
again. Th at is, sociologists seek to explain and predict.

All research problems require their own special 
emphasis and approach. Th e research procedure is usu-
ally tailored to the research problem. Nonetheless, the 
researcher must follow a sequence of steps called the 
research process when designing a research project. 
In short, the research process involves defi ning the 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Explain the steps in the sociological research process ◗

Analyze the strengths and weaknesses of the various  ◗

research designs

Know what independent and dependent variables are ◗

Know what sampling is and how to create a  ◗

representative sample

Recognize researcher bias and how it can invalidate a  ◗

study

Explain the strengths and weaknesses of the various  ◗

measures of central tendency

Read and understand the contents of a table ◗

Explain the concepts of reliability and validity ◗

Understand the problems of objectivity and ethical  ◗

issues that arise in sociological research

Every day, we encounter news reports of social 
trends. For example, consider the problem of binge 
drinking. Researchers at the Harvard School of Public 
Health studied the issue and reported in the Journal of the 

American Medical Association (JAMA) that almost half of 
all college students were binge drinkers, and about 20% 
were frequent binge drinkers. Th ey concluded that binge 
drinking was widespread on college campuses (Wechsler 
et al., 1994). Binge drinkers not only create problems for 
themselves but also for their classmates who might not 
be drinking. Binge drinking also produces higher rates 
of assault and unwanted sexual advances.

What is binge drinking? Th e Harvard researchers 
defi ned binge drinking as having fi ve drinks for men and 
four drinks for women within a few-hour period.

It might surprise people to know that binge drinking 
was defi ned very diff erently in the past compared to how 
the Harvard researchers defi ned it. Earlier defi nitions of 
binge drinking involved an extended period of at least 
two days during which the person repeatedly became 
intoxicated and ignored his or her usual activities and 
obligations. Movies such as Lost Weekend or Leaving Las 

Vegas show this type of binge drinking.
Th e defi nition of binge drinking also diff ers through-

out the world. In Sweden, binge drinking involves drink-
ing a half bottle of hard liquor or two bottles of wine on 
one occasion. Italians think that even if you have eight 
drinks a day, you are not bingeing. Th e English think you 
have to have 11 or more drinks on one occasion to be a 
binge drinker.

According to the Harvard defi nition, if a woman 
has a pre-dinner drink, a couple of glasses of wine with 
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problem; reviewing previous research on the topic; devel-

oping one or more hypotheses; determining the research 

design; defi ning the sample and collecting data; analyz-

ing and interpreting the data; and, fi nally, preparing the 

research report. Th e sequence of steps in this process 
and the typical questions asked at each step are illus-
trated in Table 2-1. Do not become concerned about any 
unfamiliar terms in this table. We will defi ne them as we 
examine each of the various steps.

Defi ne the Problem

“Love leads to marriage.” Suppose you were given this 
statement as a subject for sociological research. How 
would you proceed to gather data to prove or disprove 
it? You must begin by defi ning love, a task that William 
Shakespeare himself tried to do in his play, Twelfth Night, 
when he asked, “What is love?” We would know that we 
have a problem here because, to this day, people are still 
grappling with the question, “How do you know when 
you are in love?”

Concepts of love vary over time and from one cul-
ture to another. Sharon Brehm (1992) noted some of the 
views of love that have been suggested:

 1. Love is insanity.
 2. Love is not possible in marriage.

 3. Love happens only between people of the same sex.
 4. Love should not involve sexual contact.
 5. Love is a game.
 6. Love is a noble quest.
 7. Love is doomed.
 8. Love leads to happiness.
 9. Love and marriage go together.

We could try a diff erent approach and defi ne love by 
using a defi nition a researcher used in another study. 
For example, Hatfi eld (1988) defi ned love as “a state of 
intense longing for union with another.” You now have 
to fi nd some way of determining whether this condi-
tion exists. You also must decide whether both people 
have to be in love for marriage to take place. You might 
already notice that it can be diffi  cult to achieve the level 
of precision necessary for a useful research project.

After you defi ne your terms accurately and provide 
details to clarify your descriptions, you can begin to test 
the statement we proposed. Even after arriving at a care-
ful defi nition of your terms and a detailed description of 
love, you might still have trouble answering the question 
empirically.

An empirical question can be answered by observ-

ing and analyzing the world as it is known. Examples: 
How many students in this class have an A average? 
How many millionaires are there in the United States? 

TABLE 2-1 The Research Process

Steps in the Process Typical Questions

Defi ne the problem What is the purpose of the study?

What information is needed?

How can we operationalize the terms?

How will the information be used?

Review previous research What studies have already been done on this topic?

Do we need additional information before we begin?

From what perspective should we approach this issue?

Develop one or more hypotheses What are the independent and dependent variables?

What is the relationship among the variables?

What types of questions do we need to answer?

Determine the research design Can we use existing data?

What will we measure or observe?

What research methods should we use?

Defi ne the sample and collect data Are we interested in a specifi c population?

How large should the sample be?

Who will gather the data?

How long will it take?

Analyze the data and draw conclusions What statistical techniques will we use?

Have our hypotheses been proved or disproved?

Is our information valid and reliable?

What are the implications of our study?

Prepare the research report Who will read the report?

What is the reader’s level of familiarity with the subject?

How should we structure the report?



CHAPTER 2 DOING SOCIOLOGY: RESEARCH METHODS 31

them as unfortunate and point out the victims of such 
attachments as horrible examples. . . . Th e percentage 
of individuals with a capacity for romantic love of the 
Hollywood type [is] about as large as that of persons able 
to throw genuine epileptic fi ts. (Linton, 1936)

Needless to say, Linton would not have thought much of 
our potential research project.

Helen Fisher (2009) scanned the brains of people in 
love. She asked the people “What percent of the day and 
night do you spend thinking about your sweetheart?” 
For many people in love, thinking about the loved one 
became an obsession. Fisher found high levels of dop-
amine activity and low levels of serotonin during these 
times. Th e craving for the loved one resembled the expe-
rience of addicts who recall the pleasures of their drug 
use. Fisher also found that people who were deeply in 
love were similar to people with untreated obsessive-
compulsive disorder.

Scientists pose empirical questions to collect infor-
mation, to add to what is already known, and to test 
hypotheses. To turn the statement about love into an 
empirical question, you must ask how we measure the 
existence of love.

In trying to defi ne and measure love, one researcher 
(Rubin, 1970, 1973) used an interesting approach. He 
prepared a large number of self-descriptive statements 
that considered various aspects of loving relationships 
as mentioned by writers, philosophers, and social scien-
tists. After administering these statements to a variety 
of subjects, he was able to isolate nine items that best 
refl ected feelings of love for another. Th ree of these 
items are cited in the following paragraph. In each sen-
tence, the person is to fi ll in the blank with the name of 
a particular person and indicate the degree to which the 
item describes the relationship.

Th e following statements refl ect three components 
of love. Th e fi rst is attachment-dependency: “If I were 
lonely, my fi rst thought would be to seek (blank) out.” Th e 
second component is caring: “If (blank) were feeling bad, 
my fi rst duty would be to cheer (him or her) up.” Th e fi nal 
component is intimacy: “I feel that I can confi de in (blank) 
about virtually everything.” Th ese three statements show 
the strong aspect of mutuality in love relationships.

Using Rubin’s scale, you can begin to clarify an 
important component of your research problem. In the 
language of science, you have operationalized your defi -
nition of love. An operational defi nition is a defi nition 

of an abstract concept in terms of the observable features 

that describe the thing being investigated. Attachment-
dependency, caring, and intimacy can be three features 
of an operational defi nition of love and can indicate the 
presence of love in a research study.

Review Previous Research

Which questions are the “right” questions? Although 
there are no inherently correct questions, some are bet-
ter suited to investigation than are others. To decide 
what to ask, researchers must fi rst learn as much as 
possible about the subject. We would want to familiar-
ize ourselves with as many of the previous studies on 
the topic as possible, particularly those closely related 
to what we want to do. By knowing as much as possible 
about previous research, we avoid duplicating a previ-
ous study and are able to build on contributions others 
have made to our understanding of the topic.

After reviewing the research, we might discover that 
the early anthropologist, Ralph Linton, thought love was 
a form of insanity and that assuming it should lead to 
marriage was absurd. As he noted:

All societies recognize that there are occasional violent 
emotional attachments between persons of the opposite 
sex, but our present American culture is practically the 
only one which has attempted to capitalize these and 
make them the basis for marriage. Most groups regard 
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If you were studying whether love leads to marriage, you 
would fi nd it diffi cult to defi ne love.
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As we review the previous research on the topic of 
love, we fi nd we can develop additional hypotheses that 
help us investigate the issue further. For example, our 
reading might show that a common stereotype people 
hold is the notion that women are more romantic than 
men. After all, it appears that women enjoy romantic 
novels and movies about love more than men do.

But wait a minute. We might begin to suspect that 
common stereotypes might be all wrong, that they are 
related to traditional gender-role models. We note that 
in most traditional societies, the male is the breadwin-
ner, whereas the female depends on him for economic 
support, status, and fi nancial security. Th erefore, it 
would seem that when a man marries, he chooses a 
companion and, perhaps, a helpmate, whereas a woman 
chooses a companion as well as a standard of living. Th is 
leads us to hypothesize that in traditional societies, men 
are more likely to marry for love, whereas women are 
more likely to marry for economic security.

Th ere is support for this hypothesis. One study 
designed a scale to measure belief in a romantic ideal in 
marriage. Males were more likely than females to agree 
with such statements as “A person should marry whom-
ever he loves regardless of social position” and “As long 
as they love one another, two people should have no 
diffi  culty getting along together in marriage.” Men were 
more likely than women to disagree with the statement, 
“Economic security should be carefully considered 
before selecting a marriage partner” (Rubin, 1973).

Contrary to popular opinion, men also tend to be 
more romantic than women (Sprecher and Metts, 1989). 
Th is fact should not be that hard to understand when 
we see that, historically, men, with their control over 
resources, have had the luxury to be romantic. Women, 
who often have not been in charge of their economic 
destiny, have had to think of men as providers more 
than as lovers. We could hypothesize that as gender-role 
stereotyping declines in the United States and as more 
and more families come to depend on the income of 
both spouses, one of two things could happen: Either the 
importance of romantic love as a basis for marriage will 
begin to fade, or it will become stronger as the couple 
now comes together on the basis of mutual attraction as 
opposed to economic considerations.

Hypotheses involve statements of causality or asso-
ciation. A statement of causality says that something 

brings about, infl uences, or changes something else. “Love 
between a man and a woman always produces marriage” 
is a statement of causality.

A statement of association, however, says that 
changes in one thing are related to changes in another but 

that one does not necessarily cause the other. Th erefore, 
if we propose that “the greater the love relationship 
between a man and a woman, the more likely it is they 
will marry,” we are making a statement of association. 
We are noting a connection between love and marriage 
but also that one does not necessarily cause the other.

For something so basic we are starting to encounter a 
good deal of skeptical thinking.

Develop One or More Hypotheses

Our original statement, “Love leads to marriage,” is pre-
sented in the form of a hypothesis. A hypothesis is a 

testable statement about the relationships between two or 

more empirical variables. A variable is anything that can 

change (vary). Th e number of highway deaths on Labor 
Day weekends, the number of divorces that occur each 
year in the United States, the amount of energy the aver-
age American family consumes in the course of a year, the 
daily temperature in Dallas, the number of marathoners 
in Boston or in Knoxville, Tennessee—all these are vari-
ables. Th e following are not variables: the distance from 
Los Angeles to Las Vegas, the altitude of Denver, or the 
number of marriages in Ohio in 2009. Th ese are fi xed, 
unchangeable facts.

In one study, males were more likely than females to agree with 
the statement, “A person should marry whomever he or she 
loves regardless of the person’s social position.”
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diffi  cult task that frequently causes researchers a great 
deal of trouble. If a research design is faulty, it might be 
impossible to conclude whether the hypotheses are true 
or false, and the whole project will have been a waste of 
time, resources, and eff ort.

A research design must provide for the collection of all 
necessary and suffi  cient data to test the stated hypoth-
eses. Th e important word here is test. Th e researcher 
must not try to prove a point; rather, the goal is to test 
the validity of the hypotheses. Although it is important to 
gather as much information as needed, research designs 
must guard against the collection of unnecessary infor-
mation, which can lead to a waste of time and money.

When we design our research project, we must also 
decide which of several research approaches to use. 
Sociologists use four main methods of research: sur-
veys, participant observation, experiments, and sec-
ondary analysis. Each has advantages and limitations. 
Th erefore, the choice of methods depends on the ques-
tions the researcher hopes to answer.

Surveys A survey is a research method in which a popu-

lation, or a portion thereof, is questioned to reveal specifi c 

facts about itself. Surveys are used to discover the distri-
bution and interrelationship of certain variables among 
large numbers of people.

Th e largest survey in the United States takes place 
every ten years when the government takes its census. 
Th e U.S. Constitution requires this census to deter-
mine the apportionment of members to the House of 
Representatives. In theory, at least, a representative of 
every family and every unmarried adult responds to a 
series of questions about his or her circumstances.

From these answers, it is possible to construct a pic-
ture of the social and economic facts that characterize 
the American public at one point in time. Such a study, 

which cuts across a population at a given time, is called a 
cross-sectional study. Surveys, by their nature, usually 
are cross-sectional. If the same population is surveyed 
two or more times at certain intervals, a comparison of 
cross-sectional research can give a picture of changes in 
variables over time. Research that investigates a population 

over a period of time is called longitudinal research.
Another large social survey is conducted by the 

Nielsen company to provide television ratings to adver-
tisers and the television industry. Th e company uses 
people meters in 37,000 households in 63 markets. Even 
though this involves only about 100,000 people to repre-
sent a country of 310 million people, it is considered to 
be accurate (Bachman, 2007).

Survey research usually deals with large numbers 
of subjects in a relatively short time. One of the short-
comings resulting from this method is that investiga-
tors are not able to capture the full richness of feelings, 
attitudes, and motives underlying people’s responses. 
Some surveys are designed to gather this kind of infor-
mation through interviewing. An interview consists of 

Often, hypotheses propose relationships between 
two kinds of variables. An independent variable causes 

or changes another variable. A dependent variable is 

infl uenced by the independent variable. For example, we 
might propose the following hypothesis: Men who live in 
cities are more likely to marry young than are men who 
live in the country. In this hypothesis, the independent 
variable is the location: Some men live in the city, some 
live in the country, but presumably, their choice of where 
to live is not infl uenced by whether they marry young. 
Th e age of marriage is the dependent variable because 
it is possible that the age of marriage depends on where 
the men live. If research shows that the age of marriage 
(a dependent variable) is indeed younger among urban 
men than among rural men, the hypothesis probably is 
correct.

If there is no diff erence in the age of marriage among 
urban and rural men—or if it is earlier among rural 
men—then the hypothesis is not supported by the data. 
Remember that proving a hypothesis false can be sci-
entifi cally useful; it eliminates unproductive avenues of 
thought and suggests other, more productive approaches 
to understanding a problem.

Even if research shows that a hypothesis is correct, 
it does not mean the independent variable necessarily 
produces or causes the dependent variable.

For example, if it turns out that we can show that 
love leads to marriage, we still might not know why. In 
principle, at least, it is possible to be in love without get-
ting married. However, we still do not know what causes 
people to take the next step.

Determine the Research Design

After we have developed our hypotheses, we must 
design a project in which they can be tested. Th is is a 

One of the shortcomings of survey research is that investigators 
are not able to capture the full richness of feelings, attitudes, 
and motives underlying people’s responses.

ph
ot

os
.c

om



PART 1 THE STUDY OF SOCIETY34

is free to vary them or even to make up new questions on 

topics that take on importance in the course of the inter-

view. Each interview will cover those topics impor-
tant to the research project but, in addition, will yield 
additional data somewhat diff erent for each subject. 
Analyzing such diverse and complex data is diffi  cult, but 
the results are often rewarding.

Interviewing, although it can produce valuable 
information, is a complex, time-consuming art. Some 
research studies try to get similar information by dis-
tributing questionnaires directly to the respondents 
and asking them to complete and return them. Th is 
is the way the federal government obtains much of its 
census data. Although it is, perhaps, the least expen-
sive way of doing social research, it is often diffi  cult to 
assess the quality of data obtained in this manner. For 
example, people might not answer honestly or seriously 
for a variety of reasons. Th ey might not understand the 
questions, they might fear the information will be used 
against them, and so on. But even data gained from 
personal interviews can be unreliable. In one study, 
student interviewers were embarrassed to ask preas-
signed questions on sexual habits, so they left these 
questions out of the interviews and fi lled the answers 
in themselves afterward. In another study, follow-up 
research found that participants had consistently lied 
to interviewers.

Participant Observation Researchers entering into a 

group’s activities and observing the group members are 
engaged in participant observation. Unlike sociolo-
gists employing survey research, participant observers 
do not try to make sure they are studying a carefully 
chosen sample. Rather, they attempt to know all mem-
bers of the group being studied to whatever degree 
possible.

Th is research method is generally used to study rela-
tively small groups over an extended period of time. Th e 
goal is to obtain a detailed portrait of the group’s day-to-
day activities, to observe individual and group behavior, 
and to interview selected informants.

Participant observation depends for its success on 
the relationship that develops between the researchers 
and research participants. Th e closer and more trusting 
the relationship, the more information will be revealed 
to the researcher—especially the kind of personal infor-
mation often crucial for successful research.

One of the fi rst and most famous studies employing 
the technique of participant observation was a study 
of Cornerville, a lower-class Italian neighborhood in 
Boston. William Foote Whyte moved into the neigh-
borhood and lived for three years with an Italian family. 
He published his results in a book called Street Corner 

Society (1943).
All the information for the book came from his fi eld 

notes, which described the behavior and attitudes of the 
people whom he came to know.

a conversation between two (or occasionally more) indi-

viduals in which one party attempts to gain information 

from the other(s) by asking a series of questions.

It would, of course, be ideal to gather exactly the same 
kinds of information from each research subject. One 
way researchers attempt to achieve this is through inter-
views in which all questions are carefully worked out to 
get at precisely the information desired (What is your 
income? How many years of education have you had?). 
Sometimes, research participants are forced to choose 
among a limited number of responses to questions (as in 
multiple-choice tests). Th is process results in very uni-
form data easily subjected to statistical analysis.

A research interview entirely predetermined by a ques-

tionnaire (or so-called interview schedule) that is followed 

rigidly is called a structured interview.
Structured interviews tend to produce uniform or 

replicable data that can be elicited time after time by 
diff erent interviewers.

Th e use of this method, however, also can allow use-
ful information to slip into cracks between the prede-
termined questions. For example, a questionnaire being 
administered to married individuals might ask about 
their age, family background, and what role love played 
in their reasons for getting married. However, if we do 
not ask about social class or ethnicity, we might not fi nd 
out that these characteristics are very important for our 
study. If such questions are not built into the question-
naire from the beginning, it is impossible to recover this 
lost information later in the process when its impor-
tance might become apparent.

One technique that can prevent this kind of informa-
tion loss is the semistructured, or open-ended inter-

view, in which the investigator asks a list of questions but 

In participant observation, the researcher tries to know personally 
as many members of the group in question as possible.
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experiments remain the least used research method in 
sociology.

Secondary Analysis Secondary analysis is the process 

of using data that has been collected by others. Often, 
the original investigator gathered the data for a specifi c 
study. At other times, it was collected merely as part of 
the process of keeping records. Th e researcher engaged 
in secondary analysis might use this same data for a new 
study and a very diff erent purpose. For example, Èmile 
Durkheim, in his classic study of suicide in France in the 
1890s, engaged in a secondary analysis of offi  cial records 
and developed his theories based on that research.

Th e enormous amount of material the federal gov-
ernment collects is often used for secondary analysis. 
Th e U.S. Bureau of the Census has data on income, birth-
rates, migration, marriage, divorce, and education levels 
in the United States that are invaluable for doing social 
research. Other agencies that provide data sociologists 
use for secondary analysis include the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation, the Department of Labor, the National 
Center for Health Statistics, and many others.

An advantage of secondary analysis is that it is use-
ful for collecting or analyzing historical and longitudinal 
data. It also saves the time and money involved in doing 
a new study. Th ere are some disadvantages, however. 
Th e data can be fl awed. You might not know whether 
the original researchers had biases that skewed the 
data. Possibly, they were not qualifi ed or knowledgeable 
enough to collect the data. In addition, the data might 
not be suitable for your current study. If you are trying 
to perform a study of economic well-being at diff erent 
points in history, you might decide to gather that infor-
mation from certain questions on the U.S. censuses of 
1950, 1970, and 2000. But which questions should you 
use? Should you use those on income, those on poverty, 
those on net worth, those on satisfaction with the politi-
cal situation, or on some other questions? Diff erent 
types of questions can produce diff erent results, and 
your study might not turn out to be valid because of the 
choices you make.

Th erefore, using secondary analysis requires a thor-
ough understanding of the research process and the 
problems that can arise from a poorly conceived study. 
Table 2-2 compares the advantages and disadvantages 
of the various research methods.

Defi ne the Sample and Collect Data

After determining how the needed information will be 
collected, the researchers must decide what group will 
be observed or questioned. Depending on the study, this 
group might be college students, Texans, or baseball 
players. Th e particular subset of the population chosen for 

study is known as a sample.
Sampling is a research technique through which inves-

tigators study a manageable number of people, known as 

Nearly two decades after Whyte’s study, Herbert Gans 
conducted a participant observation study, published as 
Th e Urban Villagers (1962), of another Italian neighbor-
hood in Boston. Th e picture Gans drew of the West End 
was broader than Whyte’s study of Cornerville. Gans 
included descriptions of the family, work experience, 
education, medical care, relationships with social work-
ers, and other aspects of life in the West End. Although 
he covered a wider range of activities than Whyte, his 
observations were not as detailed.

On rare occasions, participant observers hide their 
identities while doing research and join groups under 
false pretenses. Leon Festinger and his students hid 
their identities when they studied a religious group 
preaching the end of the world and the arrival of fl ying 
saucers to save the righteous, a group with beliefs simi-
lar to the Heaven’s Gate group of 1997 (Festinger, Rieken, 
and Schacter, 1956). However, most sociologists con-
sider this deception unethical. Th ey believe it is better 
for participant observers to be honest about their inten-
tions and work together with their subjects to create a 
mutually satisfactory situation. By declaring their posi-
tions at the outset, sociologists can then ask appropri-
ate questions, take notes, and carry out research tasks 
without encountering unnecessary and unethical risks 
to their study.

Participant observation is a highly subjective research 
approach. In fact, some scholars reject it outright because 
the results often cannot be duplicated by another 
researcher. Th is method, however, has the benefi t of 
revealing the social life of a group in far more depth and 
detail than surveys or interviews alone. Th e participant 
observer who is able to establish good rapport with the 
subjects is likely to uncover information that would never 
be revealed to a survey taker.

Th e participant observer is in a diffi  cult position, 
however. He or she will be torn between the need to 
become trusted (therefore emotionally involved in 
the group’s life) and the need to remain a somewhat 
detached observer striving for scientifi c objectivity.

Experiments Th e most precise research method avail-
able to sociologists is the controlled experiment, an 

investigation in which the variables being studied are 

controlled and the researcher obtains the results through 

precise observation and measurement. Because of their 
precision, experiments are an attractive means of doing 
research. Experiments have been used to study pat-
terns of interaction in small groups under a variety of 
conditions such as stress, fatigue, or limited access to 
information.

Although experimentation is appropriate for small-
group research, most of the issues that interest soci-
ologists cannot be investigated in totally controlled 
situations. Social events usually cannot be studied in 
controlled experiments because even if all the variables 
can be identifi ed they simply cannot be controlled, so 
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or African Americans or home owners. Th ese groups do 
not represent the nation as a whole, and any fi ndings 
you came up with would contain a sampling error.

How do researchers make sure their samples are 
representative? Th e basic technique is to use a ran-

dom sample to select subjects so that each individual in 

the population has an equal chance of being chosen. For 
example, if we wanted a random sample of all college 
students in the United States, we might choose every 
fi fth or tenth or hundredth person from a comprehen-
sive list of all registered college students in this coun-
try. Or we might assign each student a number and 
have a computer pick a sample randomly. However, 
there is a possibility that simply by chance, a small seg-
ment of the total college student population would fail 
to be represented adequately. Th is might happen with 
Native-American students, for instance, who make up 
less than 1% of college students in the United States. 
For some research purposes, this might not matter, but 
if ethnicity is an important aspect of the research, it 
would be important to make sure that Native-American 
students were included.

Th e method to prevent certain groups from being under- 

or overrepresented in a sample is to choose a stratifi ed 

random sample. With this technique, the population 
being studied is fi rst divided into two or more groups 
(or strata) such as age, sex, or ethnicity. A simple ran-
dom sample is then taken within each group. Finally, 
the subsamples are combined (in proportion to their 
numbers in the population) to form a total sample. In 
our example of college students, you as the researcher 
would identify all ethnic groups represented among 
college students in the United States. Next you would 
calculate the proportion of the total number of college 

the sample, selected from a larger population or group. If 
the procedures are carried out correctly, the sample can 
be called a representative sample, or one that shows, in 

equivalent proportion, the signifi cant variables that char-

acterize the population as a whole. In other words, the 
sample will be representative of the larger population, 
and the fi ndings from the research will tell us something 
about the larger group.

Th e failure to achieve a representative sample is called 
sampling error.

Suppose you wanted to sample the attitudes of the 
American public on some issue such as military spend-
ing or federal aid for abortions. You could not limit your 
sample to only New Yorkers or Republicans or Catholics 

TABLE 2-2 Advantages and Disadvantages of Various Research Methods

Research Method Advantages Disadvantages

Social survey Large numbers of people can be surveyed with 
questionnaires.

Respondents can give false information or 
responses they think the researcher wants to hear.

Data can be quantifi ed and comparisons made 
among groups.

Surveys do not leave room for answers that might 
not fi t the standardized categories.

Measures can be taken at different points. Response rate might be low.

Participant observation Researcher can observe people in their natural 
environments.

Findings are open to interpretation and subject to 
researcher bias.

This observation provides a more in-depth 
understanding of the people being studied.

The researcher might have an unintended infl uence 
on the subjects.

Hypotheses and theories can be developed and 
changed as the research progresses.

It is time-consuming.
The results can be diffi cult to replicate.

Experiment Variables can be isolated and controlled.

A cause-and-effect relationship can be found.

Experimentation is easy to replicate.

Secondary analysis is useful for collecting or 
analyzing historical and longitudinal data.

This analysis saves the time and money involved in 
performing a new study.

The laboratory setting creates an artifi cial social 
environment.

The study has to be limited to a few variables.

Secondary analysis Most behaviors sociologists investigate cannot be 
studied in a laboratory.

The data can be fl awed.

Data might not be suitable for the current study.

A stratifi ed random sample prevents certain groups from being 
underrepresented or overrepresented in a sample. 
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Heavy nationwide coverage of this story followed. Th e 
study was based on surveys sent to “3,013 priests ran-
domly selected from an alphabetical listing in the Offi  cial 

Catholic Directory of 1999, including all 50 states and 
all Catholic dioceses except one” (Stats, March, 2000). 
Eight hundred and one priests (27%) responded to the 
survey; nearly three of four priests sent the survey failed 
to answer it.

Usually, such a low response rate would warrant 
a follow-up survey to increase the number of surveys 
answered or to determine whether the minority who did 
respond are representative of the whole group (Stats, 
February 4, 2000). No follow-up interviews were con-
ducted because of the need for confi dentiality.

Th e Star noted that of those who responded, “15% said 
they were homosexual and 5% bisexual. An additional 
8% identifi ed themselves as bisexual or ‘other,’ leaving 
only 78% self-identifi ed heterosexuals” (Stats, February 
4, 2000). But these statistics do not tell us some impor-
tant information. We do not know whether the minor-
ity who did respond are particularly concerned about 
AIDS, unusually open about personal sexuality, or more 
inclined toward homosexuality than the 2,212 priests 
who did not respond (Stats, February 1, 2000).

A closer look at these percentages shows that the Star 
received a total of four responses from priests who said 
that they defi nitely had AIDS and three more who feared 
they might have AIDS. As an article critical of this study 
noted:

If we simply scale up this result from four priests as 
though it were a representative sample projected onto 
46,000 priests, the result is roughly 60 priests, nationwide, 
who would have AIDS and know it. . . . If we can further 
presume that the rate of death from AIDS is going down 
among priests just as it is in the general population, and 
if we can further judge that all 60 priests with AIDS today 
are not likely to die during a single year, we should quickly 
realize that while 60 priests who will someday die of AIDS 
is a tragedy, it is also nowhere near 1,000 priests with AIDS 
[as the Star noted] (Stats, March, 2000).

Th e fact that the sample was not representative means 
that the Star had no solid data on which to base the true 
number.

A major problem with this survey was that the priests 
were able to decide whether to participate in the survey, 
so the sample was unrepresentative, and the Star should 
not have projected its results on the nationwide popula-
tion of priests.

Second, the fi nding of only four priests who say they 
have AIDS and three more who said they might have 
AIDS is a slender thread upon which to base national 
projections.

What is really disturbing, however, is that the Kansas 

City Star presented its study as valid research and that 
this survey—which has little, if any, real value—was 

students represented by each group. Th en you would 
create a random sample separately from each ethnic 
group. Th e number chosen from each group should 
be proportional to its size in the entire college student 
population. Th e sample would still be random, but it 
would be stratifi ed for ethnicity.

For a study to be accurate, it is crucial to choose a 
sample with care. Th e most famous example of sampling 
error occurred in 1936, when Literary Digest magazine 
incorrectly predicted that Alfred E. Landon would win 
the presidential election. Using telephone directories 
and automobile registration lists to recruit subjects, 
Literary Digest pollsters sent out more than 10 million 
straw vote ballots and received 2.3 million completed 
responses. Th e survey gave the Republican candidate 
Landon 55% of the vote and Franklin D. Roosevelt only 
41%. (Th e remaining 4% went to a third candidate.) 
Based on this poll, Literary Digest confi dently predicted 
Landon’s victory. Instead, Landon has become known 
as the candidate who was buried in a landslide vote for 
Roosevelt (Squire, 1988).

How could this happen? Two major fl aws in the sam-
ple accounted for the mistake. First, although the Literary 

Digest sample was large, it was not representative of the 
nation’s voting population because it contained a major 
sampling error. During the Depression years, only the 
well-to-do could aff ord telephones and automobiles, 
and these people were likely to vote Republican.

Th e second problem with the study was the response 
rate. Of those who claimed to have received a Literary 

Digest ballot, 55% claimed they would have voted for 
Roosevelt and 44% for Landon. If these people had actu-
ally voted in the poll, Literary Digest would have pre-
dicted the correct winner. As it turned out, there was 
a low response rate, and those who did respond were 
generally better educated, wealthier people who could 
aff ord cars and telephones and who tended to be Landon 
supporters (Squire, 1988).

Th e outcome of the election was not entirely a surprise 
to everyone. A young pollster named George Gallup fore-
cast the results accurately. He realized that the majority 
of Americans supported the New Deal policies proposed 
by the Democrats. Gallup’s sample was much smaller 
but far more representative of the American public than 
that of Literary Digest. Th is points out that the represen-
tativeness of the sample is more important than its size.

A similar problem occurred in January 2000 when 
the Kansas City Star reported that “Hundreds of Roman 
Catholic priests across the United States have died of 
AIDS-related illnesses, and hundreds more are living 
with HIV, the virus that causes the disease.”

With great fanfare, the paper broke the fi rst of a 
sure-to-be-controversial, three-part series on “AIDS 
in the Priesthood,” a nationwide story that challenged 
the Roman Catholic Church’s handling of what the Star 
characterized as the “strikingly high incidence of AIDS-
related disease and death among the church’s clerics.” 
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Opinion surveys can look convincing and be com-
pletely worthless, but asking four simple questions 
of any poll can separate the good numbers from the 
trash.

Politicians use opinion polls as verbal weapons in 
campaign ads. Journalists use them as props to liven 
up infotainment shows. Executives are more likely 
to pay attention to polls when the numbers support 
their decisions. But this isn’t how polls are meant to be 
used. Opinion polls can be a good way to learn about 
the views Americans hold on important subjects only 
if you know how to cut through the contradictions 
and confusion.

Conducting surveys is diffi  cult, especially when 
attempting a meaningful survey of public opinion, 
because opinion is subjective and can change rapidly 
from day to day.

Poll questions sometimes produce confl icting or 
meaningless results, even when they are carefully 
written and presented by professional interviewers 
to scientifi cally chosen samples. Th at’s why the best 
pollsters are so careful about the order and wording 
of questions and the way data are coded, analyzed, 
and tabulated. So, the next time a poker-faced person 
tries to give you the latest news about how Americans 
feel, ask some pointed questions of your own such as 
the following.

Did You Ask the Right People?

Even when you start out with a representative sam-
ple, you could end up with a biased one. Th is is a risk 

all pollsters take, but some particular methods lend 
themselves to greater error. For example, readers of 
magazines are frequently asked to fi ll out surveys on 
weighty subjects such as crime and sexual behavior. 
Not only do such polls ignore the opinions of non-
readers, they are biased toward readers who take the 
trouble to fi ll out and return the questionnaire, usually 
at their own expense.

Likewise, many have criticized online polling 
because Internet users tend to be wealthier, more 
educated, and more likely to be male than the larger 
population.

Television news and entertainment shows get into 
the act by posting toll-free or even toll numbers that 
viewers can call to vote on an issue. Th ese samples 
are not only biased; they are prone to ballot-stuffi  ng 
by enthusiasts who call twelve times and get twelve 
votes.

Confl icts make news. When journalists are trying 
to liven up a boring political story, they need angry, 
well-informed citizens like a fi sh needs water. Th is 
is one reason older men might be quoted more often 
than other groups. Th ose aged 50 and older are more 
likely than younger adults to follow news stories “very 
closely,” according to the Pew Research Center for the 
People & the Press in Washington, D.C. Men are more 
likely than women to follow stories about war, busi-
ness, sports, and politics.

In the past decade, angry white men have domi-
nated media programs designed to give ordinary 
people a chance to speak out in public. Two-thirds of 
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taken seriously by large numbers of people. (For a further 
discussion of deceptive research, see “How Sociologists 
Do It: How to Spot a Bogus Poll.”)

Researcher Bias One of the most serious problems 
in data collection is researcher bias, the tendency for 

researchers to select data that support, and to ignore data 

that seem to go against, their hypotheses.

We see this quite often in mass media publications. 
Th ey might structure their study to produce the results 
they wish to obtain, or they might publicize only infor-
mation that supports their viewpoint. Researcher bias 
often takes the form of a self-fulfi lling prophecy. A 
researcher who is strongly inclined toward one point of 
view might communicate that attitude through ques-
tions and reactions in such a way that the subject fulfi lls 
the researcher’s expectations. For example, a researcher 

who is trying to prove an association between poverty 
and antisocial behavior might question low-income sub-
jects in a way that would indicate a low regard for their 
social attitudes. Th e subjects, perceiving the research-
er’s bias, might react with hostility and thus fulfi ll the 
researcher’s expectations.

Researcher bias was behind a study that was pre-
sented many years ago by a market researcher, James 
Vicary. He declared that he had discovered how to make 
people buy something even if they did not want to do so. 
He called it subliminal advertising.

Vicary claimed he showed the words Eat Popcorn or 
Drink Coca-Cola on a movie theater screen every fi ve 
seconds as the fi lms played. Th e words were fl ashed at 
three-thousandths of a second, so fast that the audience 
did not know they had seen the words. He said sales of 
popcorn and Coke went up dramatically.
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regular listeners to political talk radio programs are 
men. Republicans outnumber Democrats three to one 
in the talk-radio audience, and 89% of listeners are 
white. Th ree in fi ve regular listeners to political talk 
radio perceive a liberal bias in the mainstream media, 
compared with one in fi ve non-listeners.

What Is the Margin of Error?

No matter how carefully a survey sample is chosen, 
some margin of error can still exist. If you selected ten 
sets of 1,000 people, using the same rules, and asked 
each group the same question, the results would not 
be identical. Th e diff erence between the results is 
sampling error. Statisticians know that the error is 
equally likely to be above or below the true mark and 
that larger samples have smaller margins of error if 
they are properly drawn. Statisticians are also able 
to estimate the margin of error, the amount by which 
the result could be above or below the truth. Sampling 
error will always exist unless you survey every member 
of a population. If you do that, you have conducted a 
census.

Sampling error is one reason two professionally 
conducted polls can show diff erent results and both be 
correct. Reputable surveys report a margin of error—
usually of 3 or 4 percentage points—at a particular 
confi dence level—typically 95%. Th is means that 5% 
of the time, or 1 time in 20, the poll’s results will not 
be reliable. Th e other 95% of the time, it is accurate 
within 3 or 4 percentage points.

Which Came First?

Th e order in which questions are asked can have a 
signifi cant eff ect on the results. Most people want to 
appear consistent with others and to be consistent 
in their own minds. When a pollster asks a series of 
related questions, this desire can lead people to take 
positions they might not have taken if they were asked 
only one question. Neither way produces an obviously 
correct response, but the results are diff erent.

One way to handle this problem is to rotate the 
order of questions. Th en the degree of diff erences due 
to question order can be described and interpreted, 
but not everyone heeds such fi ne distinctions.

What Was the Question?

“Do you want union offi  cials, in eff ect, to decide how 
many municipal employees you, the taxpayer, must 
support?” Well, do you? Th is question, taken from an 
actual survey, is obviously biased. Th e results might 
make good propaganda for an anti-union group, but 
they are bogus as a poll, so before you pass a survey 
fi nding on to others, or even believe it yourself, be sure 
to look at the actual question.

When you’re presented with a new survey as with a 
used car, it helps to ask a few key questions before you 
buy. But for all their fl aws, surveys are essential to the 
work of politicians, journalists, and businesspeople.

Source: Adapted from Brad Edmondson, “How to Spot a Bogus 
Poll,” American Demographics 18, no. 10 (1996): 10, 12–15. 
Used with permission from Primedia Specialty Group, Inc.

People were alarmed. Brainwashing was a concern 
in those days because some prisoners of war had been 
indoctrinated by their Chinese captors and had defected 
to communism. Th e television networks assured the 
public they would not use subliminal advertising.

Researchers tried to replicate Vicary’s experiment 
without any success. Eventually, Vicary admitted he 
made up the research to get publicity and business for 
his market-research fi rm (Crossen, 2005).

One of the standard means for dealing with research 
bias is to use blind investigators—investigators who do 

not know whether a specifi c subject belongs to the group 

of actual cases being investigated or to a comparison 

group. For example, in a study on the causes of child 
abuse, the investigator looking at the children’s fam-
ily backgrounds would not be told which children had 
been abused and which were in the non-abused com-
parison group.

Sometimes double-blind investigators are used. 
Double-blind investigators are kept uninformed not 

only of the kinds of subjects (case subjects or compari-

son group subjects) they are studying but also of the 

hypotheses being tested. This eliminates any tendency 
on their part to find cases that support or disprove 
the research hypothesis. (For a discussion of the dif-
ferent definitions of truth, see “Day-to-Day Sociology: 
Truth in the Courtroom versus Truth in the Social 
Sciences.”)

Analyze the Data and Draw Conclusions

In its most basic sense, analysis is the process through 

which large and complicated collections of scientifi c data 

are organized so that comparisons can be made and 

conclusions drawn. It is not unusual for a sociological 
research project to result in hundreds of thousands of 
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Lawyers and district attorneys often announce in 
their opening statements that the upcoming trial will 
be a search for the truth. One of the goals of sociology 
specifi cally, and in science generally, is to uncover 
the truth and bring about a fuller understanding of 
an issue. Is there a diff erence between the search for 
truth in the courtroom and the search for truth in the 
social and natural sciences?

Th e sociologist seeks the truth by interview-
ing subjects, examining data, and piecing records 
together. Using this information, the researcher 
makes generalizations about what is likely to occur 
in the future and proposes and tests new hypotheses. 
Even though it might seem objective, this search for 
the truth is still infl uenced by personal biases and 
political orientations.

Sometimes a scientist is looking for one thing and 
discovers something diff erent and unexpected. At 
other times, a discovery might be made by accident 
or because the original experiment was done incor-
rectly. None of this invalidates the truth of what was 
discovered. For example, in 1895, Wilhelm Roentgen 
accidentally discovered X-rays, a type of radiation 
that can pass through material where ordinary light 
cannot. X-rays revolutionized the fi elds of phys-
ics and medicine, and for this discovery, Roentgen 
received the Nobel Prize in 1901. Penicillin, too, was 
an accidental discovery, as were many others that 
have changed our lives.

Even if a scientist cheats, exaggerates, or even 
plagiarizes his or her fi ndings, ultimately, the truth 
or falsity of the information is what remains. In the 
courtroom, there is something known as the exclu-
sionary rule, which throws out any evidence that has 
not been obtained legally. Th ere is no such thing as 
an exclusionary rule in science, and truth achieved 
by unfair means is more likely to endure than falsity 
achieved by fair means.

In the courtroom, truth is entrusted to a jury 
selected randomly for their lack of information 
about the facts. Eff orts are made to make them rep-
resentative of the general population in terms of 
race, gender, or social class. “Th e task of discovering 
such truths in science is entrusted largely to trained 
experts who have studied the subject for years and 

are intimately familiar with the relevant facts and 
theories” (Dershowitz, 1996). Th ey might diff er from 
the general population in many ways.

Finally, scientifi cally discovered truths can always 
be reconsidered based on new evidence. Th ere is no 
such thing as a statute of limitation on gathering evi-
dence. Scientifi c research involves a continuous pro-
cess of building and refi ning on other people’s fi ndings. 
Th at is not the case in the courtroom. You cannot be 
tried for the same crime twice even if new evidence 
suggests guilt. Th is is known as the prohibition against 
double jeopardy, and courts strive for fi nality in a trial 
and do not want a case to go on indefi nitely. Th e courts 
do not want cases to be reopened and retried.

Law professor Alan Dershowitz (1996) writes:

Scientifi c inquiry is basically a search for objective truth 
. . . objective truth [as] validated by accepted, verifi able, 
and, if possible, replicable historical and scientifi c tests. 
. . . Truth in a criminal trial is quite diff erent. . . . Truth, 
although one important goal of the criminal trial, is not 
the only goal. If it were, judges would not instruct jurors 
to acquit a defendant who they believe “probably” did it. 
Th e requirement is that guilt must be proved “beyond 
a reasonable doubt.” But that is inconsistent with the 
quest for objective truth, because it explicitly prefers 
one kind of truth to another. Th e preferred truth is that 
the defendant did not do it, and we demand that the 
jurors err on the side of that truth, even in cases where 
it is probable that he did do it.

Th e next time you feel frustrated by a highly pub-
licized trial in which a defendant who might seem 
guilty is acquitted, remember that you are applying 
a standard of truth that is more typical of science 
than of the courtroom. Th e courts must be as con-
cerned about Constitutional issues and the fairness 
of the process as they must be about the search for 
the truth. Many times, preserving the integrity of the 
court system requires a decision that goes against 
what might be the truth in the outside world.

Sources: A. M. Dershowitz, Reasonable Doubts (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1996), 34–48; and an interview with 
Alan M. Dershowitz, March 1996.

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY

Truth in the Courtroom versus Truth in the Social Sciences

L

D

T



CHAPTER 2 DOING SOCIOLOGY: RESEARCH METHODS 41

Sociologists use statistical tables frequently both to 
present the fi ndings of their own research and to study 
the data of others. We will use Table 2-3 to outline the 
steps to follow in reading and interpreting a table.

1. Read the title. Th e title tells you the subject of 
the table. Table 2-3 presents data on births to 
unmarried women in various countries.

2. Check the source. At the bottom of a table, you fi nd 
its source. In this case, the source is Statistical 

Abstract of the United States: 2009. Knowing the 
source of a table can help you decide whether the 
information it contains is reliable. It also tells you 
where to look to fi nd the original data and how 
recent the information is. In our example, the 
source is both reliable and recent. If the source 
were the 1958 abstract, its value would be limited 
in telling you about births to unwed mothers in 
those countries today. Improvements in health care 
and the education of women or changes in income 
all are factors that might have altered births to 
unwed mothers since 1958. Likewise, consider a 
table of data about AIDS cases in Th ailand. If its 
source were a government agency (which might 
be trying to alleviate the fears of tourists about the 
rampant spread of the disease in that country), you 
might well be skeptical about the reliability of the 
information in the table.

3. Look for headnotes. Many tables contain headnotes 
directly below the title. Th ese might explain how 
the data were collected, why certain variables 
(and not others) were studied, why the data are 
presented in a particular way, whether some data 

were collected at diff erent times, and so on. In our 
table, we do not have headnotes, but the title states 
that the data are for live births, so stillborn births 
are not included.

4. Look for footnotes. Many tables contain footnotes 
that explain limitations or unusual circumstances 
surrounding certain data.

5. Read the labels or headings for each row and column. 
Th e labels tell you exactly what information is 
contained in the table. It is essential for you to 
understand the labels, both the row headings 
on the left and the column headings at the top. 
Here, the row headings tell you the names of the 
countries being compared for births. For each 
country, a number is given. Note the units used in 
the table. In this case, the units are percentages. 
Often, the fi gures represent percentages or rates. 
Many population and crime statistics are given in 
rates per 100,000 people.

6. Examine the data. Suppose you want to fi nd the 
percentage of live births to unmarried women in 
the United States. First, look down the row at the 
left until you come to “United States.” Th en look 
across the columns until you come to the number. 
Reading across, you discover that, on average, 
38.5% of live births in 2006 were to unmarried 
women.

7. Compare the data. Compare the data in the table 
both horizontally and vertically. Suppose you want 
to know which country has the highest percentage 
of births to unmarried women. Looking down 
the percentage column, we fi nd that Sweden has 
the highest percentage, with 55%. Japan has the 
lowest percentage of births to unmarried women, 
with 2.1%.

8. Draw conclusions. Draw conclusions about the 
information in the table. After examining the data 
in the table, you might conclude that in Western 
Europe (Sweden, France, Denmark), it is common 
for women to give birth without being married. 
Th e attitudes toward births to unmarried women 
must be markedly diff erent in Japan given the low 
percentage.

9. Pose new questions. Th e conclusions you reach 
might well lead to new questions that could prompt 
further research. Why, you might want to know, 
are the percentage of births to unmarried women 
so much lower in Japan? Are there government 
policies in Sweden that encourage women to give 
birth without being married?
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TABLE 2-3 Births to Unmarried Women as a 
Percentage of All Live Births, 2006

Country Percentage

Sweden 55.5

France 50.5

Denmark 46.4

United Kingdom 43.7

United States 38.5

Netherlands 37.1

Ireland 33.2

Germany 30.0

Spain 28.4

Japan   2.1

Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2009, 128th ed., (Washington, 
DC: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2008), Table 1291, p. 818.
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individual pieces of information. By itself, this vast array 
of data has no particular meaning.

Th e analyst must fi nd ways to organize such data 
into useful categories so that the relationships that 
exist can be determined, the hypotheses forming the 
core of the research can be tested, and new hypothe-
ses can be formulated for further investigation. (One 
important device to aid in the analysis of data is the 
table, which is explained in “How Sociologists Do It: 
How to Read a Table.”)

Sociologists often summarize their data by calculat-
ing central tendencies or averages. Actually, sociologists 
use three types of averages: the mean, the median, and 
the mode. Each type is calculated diff erently, and each 
can result in a diff erent fi gure.

Suppose you are studying a group of ten college stu-
dents whose verbal SAT scores are as follows:

450 690 280 450 760

540 520 450 430 530

Although you can report the information in this 
form, a more meaningful presentation would give some 
indication of the central tendency of the ten scores. Th e 
three measures of central tendency, like the three types 
of averages mentioned earlier, are the mean, median, 
and mode.

Th e mean is commonly called the average. To calcu-
late the mean, you add up all the fi gures and divide by 
the number of items. In our example, the SAT scores add 
up to 5,100. Dividing by 10 gives a mean of 510.

Th e median is the fi gure that falls midway in a series 
of numbers; there are as many numbers above it as below 
it. Because we have ten scores—an even number—in our 
example, the median is the mean (the average) of the 
fi fth and sixth fi gures, the two numbers in the middle. 
To calculate the median, rearrange the data in order 
from the lowest to highest (or vice versa). In our example, 
you would list the scores as follows: 280, 430, 450, 450, 
450, 520, 530, 540, 690, 760. Th e median is 485, midway 
between the fi fth score (450) and the sixth score (520).

Th e mode is the number that occurs most often in the 
data. In our example, the mode is 450.

Th ese three measures are used for diff erent reasons, and 
each has its advantages and disadvantages. Th e mean is 
most useful when a narrow range of fi gures exists because 
it has the advantage of including all the data. It can be mis-
leading, however, when one or two scores are much higher 
or lower than the rest. Th e median deals with this prob-
lem by not allowing extreme fi gures to distort the central 
tendency. Th e mode enables researchers to show which 
number occurs most often. Its disadvantage is that it does 
not give any idea of the entire range of data. Realizing the 
problems inherent in each average, sociologists often state 
the central tendency in more than one form.

Scientists usually are careful in drawing conclusions 
from their research. One of the purposes of drawing 

conclusions from data compiled in the course of research 
is the ability to apply the information gathered to other, 
similar situations. Th us, problems can develop if there 
are faults in the research design. For example, the study 
must show validity—that is, the study must actually test 

what it was intended to test. If you want to say one event 
is the cause of another, you must be able to rule out other 
explanations to show that your research is valid.

Suppose you conclude that marijuana use leads to 
heroin use. You must show that it is marijuana use and 
not some other factor, such as peer pressure or emo-
tional problems, that leads to heroin use.

Th e study must also demonstrate reliability—that 
is, the fi ndings of the study must be repeatable. To dem-
onstrate reliability, we must show that research can 
be  replicated—repeated to determine whether initial 
results can be duplicated. Suppose you conclude from 
a study that whites living in racially integrated hous-
ing projects, who have contact with African Americans 
in the same projects, have more favorable attitudes 
toward blacks than do whites living in racially segre-
gated housing projects. If you or other researchers carry 
out the same study in housing projects in various cities 
throughout the country and get the same results, the 
study is reliable.

It is highly unlikely that any single piece of research 
will provide all the answers to a given question. In 
fact, good research frequently leads to the discovery of 
unanticipated information requiring further research. 
One of the pleasures of research is that ongoing studies 
keep opening up new perspectives and posing further 
questions.

Prepare the Research Report

Research that goes unreported is wasted. Scientifi c prog-
ress is made through the accumulation of research that 
tests hypotheses and contributes to the ongoing pro-
cess of understanding our world. Th erefore, it is usual 
for agencies that fund research to insist that scientists 
agree to share their fi ndings.

Researchers generally publish their fi ndings in sci-
entifi c journals. If the information is relevant to the 
public, many popular and semi-scientifi c publications 
will report these fi ndings as well. It is especially impor-
tant for research in sociology and other social sciences 
to be made available to the public because much of 
this research has a bearing on social issues and public 
policies.

Unfortunately, the general public is not always cau-
tious in interpreting research fi ndings. Special-interest 
groups, politicians, and others who have a cause to plead 
are often too quick to generalize from specifi c research 
results, frequently distorting them beyond recognition. 
Th is happens most often when the research focuses on 
something of national or emotional concern. It is, there-
fore, important to double-check reports of sociological 
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projects? Is it ethical to manipulate people without their 
knowledge to control research variables? To what degree 
do researchers owe it to their subjects not to invade their 
privacy and to keep secret (and, therefore, not report 
anywhere) things that were told in strict confi dence? 
What obligations do researchers have to the society 
in which they are working? What commitments do 
researchers have in supporting or subverting a political 
order? Should researchers report to legal authorities any 
illegal behavior discovered in the course of their inves-
tigations? Is it ethical to expose subjects to such risk by 
asking them to participate in a study?

In the 1960s, the federal government began to pre-
scribe regulations for “the protection of human subjects.” 
According to Herbert Gans (1979), these regulations are 
designed to force scientists to consider one central issue, 
“how to judge and balance the intellectual and [societal] 
benefi ts of scientifi c research against the actual or pos-
sible physical and emotional costs paid by the people 
who are being studied.” Gans discusses three potential 
dilemmas for the researcher.

Th e fi rst situation involves the degree of “permissible 
risk, pain, or harm.” Gans writes, “Suppose a study which 
temporarily induces [severe emotional distress] prom-
ises signifi cant benefi ts. Experimental researchers may 
justify the study.” However, we might wonder “whether 
the promised benefi ts can be realized, and whether they 
justify the potential dangers to the subjects, even if these 
are volunteers who know what to expect, and when all 
possible protective measures are taken.”

A second dilemma is the extent to which subjects 
should be deceived in a study. It is now necessary for 
researchers to obtain the “informed consent,” in writing, 
of the people they study. Questions still arise, however, 
about whether subjects are informed about the true 
nature of the study and “whether, once informed, they 
can freely decline to participate.”

A third problem in research studies concerns the 
“disclosure of confi dential or personally harmful infor-
mation.” Is the researcher entitled to delve into personal 
lives? What if the researcher uncovers some information 
that should be brought to the attention of the authori-
ties? Should confi dential information be included in a 
published study?

Rik Scarce, a doctoral student in sociology, had a 
personal confrontation with the issues of research eth-
ics and confi dentiality. He had been doing research on 
radical environmental groups when a group known as 
the Animal Liberation Front broke into a research facil-
ity at Washington State University, released animals, 
destroyed computer fi les, and infl icted general damage 
on the lab.

A federal grand jury was set up to investigate the 
break-in and Scarce, although not a suspect, was sum-
moned to appear before the group. Law enforcement 
offi  cials thought Scarce, while doing his research, might 
have come across information that would lead to the 

research, appearing in popular magazines, with the 
original research.

OBJECTIVITY IN SOCIOLOGICAL  ●
RESEARCH

Max Weber believed that the social scientist should 
describe and explain what exists rather than prescribe 
what should be. His goal was a value-free approach to 
sociology. More and more sociologists today, however, 
are admitting that completely value-free research might 
not be possible. In fact, one of the trends in sociology 
today that could ultimately harm the discipline is that 
some sociologists who are more interested in social 
reform than in social research have abandoned all 
claims to objectivity.

Sociology, like any other science, is molded by fac-
tors that impose values on research. Gunnar Myrdal 
(1969) lists three such infl uential factors: (1) the sci-
entifi c tradition within which the scientist is edu-
cated; (2) the cultural, social, economic, and political 
environment within which the scientist is trained and 
engages in research; and (3) the scientist’s own tem-
perament, inclinations, interests, concerns, and experi-
ences. Th ese factors are especially strong in sociological 
research because the researcher usually is part of the 
society being studied.

Does this mean that all science—sociology in 
particular—is hopelessly subjective? Is objectivity in 
sociological research an impossible goal? Th ere are no 
simple answers to these questions. Th e best sociologists 
can do is strive to become aware of the ways in which 
these factors infl uence them and to make such biases 
explicit when sharing the results of their research. We 
can think of this as disciplined, or “objective,” subjectiv-
ity, and it is a reasonable goal for sociological research.

Another problem of bias in sociological research 
relates to the people being studied rather than to the 
researchers themselves. Th e mere presence of investiga-
tors or researchers can distort the situation and produce 
unusual reactions from subjects who now feel special 
because of their selection for study.

ETHICAL ISSUES IN SOCIOLOGICAL  ●
RESEARCH

All research projects raise fundamental questions. 
Whose interests are served by the research? Who will 
benefi t from it? How might people be hurt? To what 
degree do subjects have the right to be told about the 
research design, its purposes, and possible applications? 
Who should have access to and control over research 
data after a study is completed—the agency that funded 
the study, the scientists, the subjects? Should research 
subjects have the right to participate in planning 
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Every sociologist must grapple with these questions 
and fi nd answers that apply to particular situations. 
However, two general points are worth noting. Th e 
fi rst is that social research rarely benefi ts the research 
subjects directly. Benefi ts to subjects tend to be indi-
rect and delayed by many years, as when new gov-
ernment policies are developed to correct problems 
discovered by researchers. Second, most subjects of 
sociological research belong to groups with little or no 
power because they are easier to fi nd and study. It is 
hardly an accident that poor people are the most stud-
ied, rich people the least. Th erefore, research subjects 
typically have little control over how research fi ndings 
are used, even though such applications might aff ect 
them greatly.

Th is means that sociologists must accept responsibil-
ity for recruiting research subjects who might become 

guilty parties, and they wanted him to testify about his 
confi dential sources.

Scarce answered the questions he thought would not 
violate his agreement of confi dentiality with his subjects. 
When he was asked to disclose the names of the actual 
subjects, he refused. He pointed out that the American 
Sociological Association’s code of ethics states that con-
fi dentiality must be maintained, even at the risk of being 
jailed. A federal judge did not accept Scarce’s ethical 
obligation and ordered him held in contempt of court 
until he revealed his confi dential reports.

Scarce spent 159 days in the Spokane county jail and 
was not released until the court realized that he would 
not reveal his sources. No other researcher has ever 
been incarcerated for this length of time, and Scarce’s 
commitment to his ethical obligation caused him to pay 
a substantial price (Monaghan, 1993; Scarce, 1994).

Th e proper procedures for research have changed 
considerably over the past few decades. A number of 
older, famous studies have been referred to hundreds 
of times in textbooks, other studies, and the classroom 
that do not, for a variety of reasons, meet contempo-
rary standards of ethical research.

Zimbardo’s Prison Environment In 1972, Philip 
Zimbardo tried to re-create a prison environment 
with Stanford University undergrads. Some of the stu-
dents became guards; others played prisoners. Th e 
experiment, which was to last two weeks, had to be 
cancelled after six days because some student guards 
became sadistic, and some student prisoners became 
distraught and depressed. Th e subjects had not been 
properly informed about what might happen in this 
experiment and had not given informed consent. 
Today, such protective procedures would have to be 
followed.

Tearoom Trade Observation In 1970, sociologist 
Laud Humphreys wrote about his research observing 
homosexual behavior in public restrooms. After each 
observation of an older man having sex with a younger 
male, Humphreys would note the license plate num-
ber of the older man’s vehicle. Th rough a friend in the 
police department, he would trace the addresses of 
these men. Months later he would go to the homes of 
these individuals and under false pretenses ask them 
questions for his study.

Milgrim’s Obedience to Authority Th is was the title of 
a book by psychologist Stanley Milgram who, in 1974, 
wanted to see how susceptible people were to pressure 
from authority fi gures. He used a fake machine that 

caused the subjects to think they were giving elec-
trical shocks to people in the next room. He wanted 
to see whether the subjects would continue to give 
increasing shocks at the request of the researcher even 
though the person behind the wall was pleading to 
be released. Th e experiment produced great stress in 
the subjects and today would violate contemporary 
research ethics.

Cyril Burt’s Twin Studies Cyril Burt spent a lifetime 
trying to prove that intelligence is primarily an inher-
ited characteristic. Between 1943 and 1966, he pub-
lished numerous studies comparing the intelligence 
of identical twins who had been raised in diff erent 
homes. Each study came to the same conclusion, 
that twins’ intelligence test scores were very close. 
After Burt’s death, critics pointed out that the results 
were just too consistent. Questions also started to 
arise about whether his research assistants actually 
existed.

On October 24, 1976, Oliver Gillie, the medical 
correspondent for the London Sunday Times, wrote, 
“Leading scientists are convinced that Burt published 
false data and invented crucial facts to support his 
controversial theory that intelligence is largely inher-
ited” (cited in Plucker, 2003).

Th e Tuskegee Syphilis Study Between 1932 and 
1974, the U.S. government was interested in study-
ing the long-term eff ects of syphilis. Th e experiment 
involved withholding penicillin from black male 
sharecroppers. Th e subjects did not know they were 
part of this unethical study and, needless to say, their 
conditions deteriorated.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Famous Research Studies You Cannot Do Today
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study. Th e process begins by defi ning the problem. 
Next, the researcher attempts to discover as much 
as possible about previous studies on the same 
topic.

Th e researcher must then develop a hypothesis, a • 
testable statement about the relationship between 
two or more empirical variables. Hypotheses are 
tested by constructing a research design, a strategy 
for collecting appropriate data.

Sociologists use four main research designs:• 
Surveys• 
Participant observation• 
Secondary analysis• 
Experiments (occasionally)• 

Th e particular subset of the population chosen for • 
study is known as a sample. Sampling is a research 
technique through which investigators study a 
manageable number of people selected from a larger 
population. If the procedures are carried out cor-
rectly, the sample will be representative, one that 
shows, in equivalent proportion, the signifi cant vari-
ables that characterize the population as a whole. 
Failure to achieve a representative sample is known 
as sampling error.

Sociology, like any other science, is molded by fac-• 
tors that impose values on research. Th us, com-
pletely value-free research might not be possible. 
Nevertheless, objectivity, or a kind of disciplined 
subjectivity, is a reasonable goal for sociological 
research.

Th e central ethical concern in research on human • 
participants is how to judge and balance the intel-
lectual and societal benefi ts of scientifi c research 
against the actual or possible physical and emo-
tional costs to the research participants.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to help 
you complete that special project or do some research 
on your own.

vulnerable as a result of their cooperation. It is impor-
tant for researchers to establish safeguards limiting the 
use of their fi ndings, protecting the anonymity of their 
data, and honoring all commitments to confi dentiality 
made in the course of their research.

Th e ideal relationship between scientist and research 
participant is characterized by openness and honesty. 
Deliberately lying to manipulate the participant’s per-
ceptions and actions goes directly against this ideal. 
Yet, often, researchers must choose between deception 
and abandoning the research. With few, if any, excep-
tions, social scientists regard deception of research 
participants as a questionable practice to be avoided if 
at all possible. It diminishes the respect due to others 
and violates the expectations of mutual trust on which 
organized society is based. When the deceiver is a 
respected scientist, it can have the undesirable eff ect of 
modeling deceit as an acceptable practice. Conceivably, 
it can contribute to the growing climate of cynicism 
and mistrust bred by widespread use of deception by 
important public fi gures. (For some examples of ques-
tionable research, see “Sociology in Strange Places: 
Famous Research Studies You Cannot Do Today.”)

It is useful for human beings to understand them-
selves and the social world in which they live. Sociology 
has a great contribution to make to this endeavor, both 
in promoting understanding for its own sake and in pro-
viding social planners with scientifi c information with 
which well-founded decisions can be made and sound 
plans for future development adopted. However, sociol-
ogists must also shoulder the burden of self refl ection, of 
understanding the role they play in contemporary social 
processes while assessing how these social processes 
aff ect their fi ndings.

SUMMARY ■

To produce a valid study of the social world, we • 
cannot approach it solely on the basis of personal 
experience and perceptions; rather, we must do so 
scientifi cally.

Science has two important goals:• 
To describe in detail particular circumstances or • 
events

To propose and test theories that help us under-• 
stand these circumstances or events

Like detectives, sociologists want to know “Why did • 
it happen?” and “Under what circumstances is it 
likely to happen again?”

Th e scientifi c research process involves a sequence • 
of steps that must be followed to produce a valid 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER TWO STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts ●

Match each of the following concepts with its defi nition or explanation.

 a. Empirical j. Longitudinal research s. Stratifi ed random sample
b. Operational defi nition k. Structured interview t. Researcher bias
 c. Hypothesis l. Open-ended interview u. Blind investigators
d. Variable m. Participant observation v. Double-blind investigators
e. Independent variable n. Secondary analysis w. Validity
  f. Dependent variable o. Sample x. Reliability
g. Association p. Representative sample y. Experiment
h. Survey q. Random sample z. Analysis
   i. Cross-sectional research r. Sampling error

     1. A study that observes a population over a period of time
     2. Organizing data for the purpose of making comparisons and drawing conclusions
     3. Based on, or capable of being based on, observed evidence
     4. Research in which the researcher follows a set of questions but can add follow-up questions 

on his or her own
     5. A study that asks short-answer questions of a fairly large number of people
     6. The simultaneous change of two variables without one necessarily causing the change in 

the other
     7. The conversion of abstract ideas into specifi c, observable circumstances or events
     8. The relation between what a study is supposed to test and what it actually tests
     9. The infl uence, deliberate or not, a researcher exerts to get the preferred result
     10. The population on which a researcher gathers data to assess the entire population
     11. A testable statement about the relation between variables
     12. The most precise research method because researchers can control which variables come 

into play
     13. The degree to which the results of a study would be repeated in other, similar studies
     14. A sample in which each individual in the population has an equal chance of being selected
     15. Anything that can change or that can be sorted into more than one category or value
     16. A study that looks at a population at a single point in time
     17. Research in which the researcher strictly follows a given set of questions
     18. The use of available data gathered by another researcher or agency such as the census 

 bureau
     19. A variable that changes in response to changes in the independent variable
     20. The variable that infl uences another variable without being infl uenced by that other  

variable
     21. The failure to achieve a representative sample
     22. Research in which the researchers mingle with the people they are researching
     23. A sample in which the relevant variables are distributed in the same proportions as in the entire 

population
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     24. A sample in which subgroups are sampled separately to ensure that no group is disproportion-
ately represented

     25. Researchers who do not know which category a subject is in
     26. Researchers who are unaware of both the category of the subject and the hypotheses being 

tested

Central Idea Completions ●

1. A researcher wanted to see whether the amount of time a student spent studying was associated with 
the student’s grades. In this study, what was

a. The independent variable  ___________________________________________________________________

b. The dependent variable  ____________________________________________________________________

2. Suppose researchers wanted to investigate cheating in college. Explain the advantages and disadvan-
tages of each of the following four research methods that might be used to assess the extent of cheat-
ing and the factors that infl uence it.

a.  Social survey 

 advantages  ________________________________________________________________________________

 disadvantages  _____________________________________________________________________________

b. Participant observation 

 advantages  ________________________________________________________________________________

 disadvantages  _____________________________________________________________________________    

c. Experiment 

 advantages  ________________________________________________________________________________

 disadvantages  _____________________________________________________________________________

d. Secondary analysis 

 advantages  ________________________________________________________________________________

 disadvantages  _____________________________________________________________________________

3. How does research bias take the form of a self-fulfi lling prophecy?

4. What precautions might you use to detect a bogus poll?

5. Why do inaccurate statistics, such as Vicary’s study on subliminal advertising, take on a life of their own 
and become widely cited?
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Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Find a poll result in a newspaper (USA Today often has them) or popular magazine. From the informa-
tion given, which of the critical questions for detecting a bogus poll can you answer? If the information 
is not provided for a question, try to imagine what might have been done to make the poll bogus on 
that question.

2. Find a statement in a letter to the editor, in an advertisement, or in a song, anywhere, and try to turn it 
into a hypothesis about the relation between variables. (For example, an old ad stated, “Blondes have 
more fun.”) How would you create an operational defi nition to turn abstract ideas such as “fun” into 
something you could measure?

3. There has been much public discussion (and some proposed legislation) about video games and their 
effects. Groups that express concern about the games claim that they harm children. Companies that 
make the games say they are harmless or even benefi cial. Both sides cite research. What steps would 
you take to assess the validity of the research claims coming from people on either side of the debate?

4. There are two main sources of data on crime in the United States, the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports 
(UCR) and the National Victim Survey (NVS). The UCR is the total of all crimes reported to the police. 
The NVS is based on a sample of people who are interviewed about whether they have been victims 
of crime. What differences will there be in the picture of crime that each method presents?

Internet Activity ●

The data from the U.S. census are among the most important social science data used throughout the 
United States. Because the census is taken only every ten years, the data can become outdated. To cor-
rect this problem, the U.S. Census Bureau conducts the American Community Survey (ACS). Go to the U.S. 
Census website (http://www.census.gov) and examine the bureau’s discussion of the methods it uses to 
collect these data.

The Gallup Poll is one of the oldest and most respected surveys. You can go to that website to see 
some of those results. You can also fi nd a brief description of their methods, sampling, interview tech-
niques, and question-design, at (http://media.gallup.com/PDF/FAQ/HowArePolls.pdf).

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. j; 2. z; 3. a; 4. l; 5. h; 6. g; 7. b; 8. w; 9. t; 10. o; 11. c; 12. y; 13. x; 14. q;
15. d; 16. i; 17. k; 18. n; 19. f; 20. e; 21. r; 22. m; 23. p; 24. s; 25. u; 26. v

http://www.census.gov
http://media.gallup.com/PDF/FAQ/HowArePolls.pdf
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Th e Indian marriage is less a relationship between 
two people than it is between two families, especially 
between the women on both sides and the rest of the 
husband’s family. It is common for the daughter to be 
part of a joint family that includes the husband’s family 
and even the husband’s brothers and their wives.

Th e arranged marriage system works because there is 
trust that the parents will do what is best for the daugh-
ter and that they have the wisdom to make a good deci-
sion. Most American women reading this book would 
fi nd this arrangement unthinkable.

All human societies have complex ways of life that dif-
fer greatly from one to the other. Th ese ways have come 
to be known as culture. In 1871, Edward Tylor gave us the 
fi rst defi nition of this concept. Culture, he noted, “is that 
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, 
law, morals, custom, and other capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1958).

Robert Bierstadt simplifi ed Tylor’s defi nition by stat-
ing, “Culture is the complex whole that consists of all the 
ways we think and do and everything we have as mem-
bers of society” (Bierstadt, 1974).

Most defi nitions of culture emphasize certain fea-
tures, namely, that culture is shared; it is acquired, not 
inborn; the elements make up a complex whole; and it is 
transmitted from one generation to the next.

THE CONCEPT OF CULTURE ●

We will defi ne culture as all that human beings learn to 

do, to use, to produce, to know, and to believe as they grow 

to maturity and live out their lives in the social groups to 

which they belong.

Culture is basically a blueprint for living in a particu-
lar society. In common speech, people often refer to a 
“cultured person” as someone with an interest in the 
arts, literature, or music, suggesting that the individual 
has a highly developed sense of style or aesthetic appre-
ciation of fi ner things. To sociologists, however, every 
human being is cultured. All human beings participate 
in a culture, whether they are Harvard educated and 
upper class or illiterate and living in a primitive society. 
Culture is crucial to human existence.

When sociologists speak of culture, they are referring 
to the general phenomenon that is a characteristic of all 
human groups. However, when they refer to a culture, they 
are pointing to the specifi c culture of a particular group. 
In other words, all human groups have a culture, but it 
often varies considerably from one group to the next.

Consider the example of the concept of time, which 
Westerners accept as entirely natural—time marches on 
steadily and predictably, with past, present, and future 
divided into units of precise duration (minutes, hours, days, 
months, years, and so on). In the Native-American culture 
of the Sioux, however, the concept of time simply does 
not exist apart from ongoing events: nothing can be early 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Understand how culture makes possible the variation  ◗

in human societies.

Distinguish between ethnocentrism and cultural  ◗

relativism.

Know the difference between material and  ◗

nonmaterial culture.

Understand the importance of language in shaping  ◗

our perception and classifi cation of the world.

Discuss whether animals have language. ◗

Understand the roles of innovation, diffusion, and  ◗

cultural lag in cultural change.

Explain what subcultures are. ◗

Describe cultural universals. ◗

Anita Jain recalls that after learning the words 
mummy and papa, she learned shaadi, the word for mar-
riage in many Indian languages. Even though she is a 
college-educated journalist living in Brooklyn and is 
part of the singles dating scene, her father is active in 
fi nding her a husband.

He spends hours on Web sites such as shaadi.com, 
indiamatrimony.com, and punjabimatrimoy.com, post-
ing ads describing his daughter and hoping to fi nd the 
ideal husband. To most Indians of his generation, only 
two professions are legitimate for his future son-in-law, 
doctor or engineer.

Many Indians believe that people in the West make 
the process of fi nding a mate unnecessarily diffi  cult. 
Th ey cannot understand how a couple in America can 
spend time together for years and still not be sure that 
they want to get married.

In very traditional Indian arranged marriages, cou-
ples may meet only once or twice before their wedding 
day. Indians living the United States or in large cities 
throughout the world might stretch the courtship out 
for a few months but not longer.

What about love? People in the West cannot fathom 
marrying without fi rst falling in love. Anita Jain’s mother 
would answer that, “It is not that there isn’t love; it’s just 
that it comes after the marriage.” You will have a lifetime 
to get to know the person and learn to love them (Jain, 
2005).

Instead of love being the motivator for marriage in 
Indian marriages, it is commitment. People are com-
mitting themselves to each other and letting the feelings 
develop as time goes on. Th ese feelings grow stronger 
throughout a lifetime of marriage.
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or late—things just happen when they happen. For the 
Navajo, the future is a meaningless concept—immediate 
obligations are what count. For natives of the Pacifi c island 
of Truk, however, the past has no independent meaning—it 
is a living part of the present (Hall, 1981). Th ese examples 
of cultural diff erences in the perception of time point to a 
basic sociological fact: Each culture must be investigated 
and understood on its own terms before it is possible to 
make valid cross-cultural comparisons.

Native Americans often wish to follow the traditional 
practices and customs of their culture. At the same time, 
the culture of the larger society urges them to adopt the 
conventions of mainstream American society.

In every social group, culture is transmitted from one 
generation to the next. Unlike other creatures, human 
beings do not pass on many behavioral patterns through 
their genes. Rather, culture is taught and learned through 
social interaction.

Culture and Biology

Human beings, like all other creatures, have basic bio-
logical needs. We must eat, sleep, protect ourselves from 
the environment, reproduce, and nurture our young, 
or we could not survive as a species. In most other ani-
mals, such basic biological needs are met in more or less 
identical ways by all the members of a species through 
inherited behavior patterns or instincts. Th ese instincts 
are specifi c for a given species as well as universal for 

all members of that species. Th us, instinctual behaviors, 
such as the web spinning of specifi c species of spiders, 
are constant and do not vary signifi cantly from one indi-
vidual member of a species to another.

Th is is not true of humans, whose behaviors are highly 
variable and changeable, both individually and cultur-
ally. It is through culture that human beings acquire the 
means to meet their needs. In contrast to those little 
hornets, for instance, human infants cry when hungry 
or uncomfortable, and the responses to those cries vary 
from group to group and even from person to person. In 
some groups, infants are breast-fed; in others, they are 
fed prepared milk formulas from bottles; and in still oth-
ers, they are fed according to the mother’s preference. 
Some groups breast-feed children for as long as fi ve or 
six years, others for no more than ten to twelve months. 
Some mothers feed their infants on demand—whenever 
they seem to be hungry; other mothers hold their infants 
to a rigid feeding schedule. In some groups, infants are 
picked up and soothed when they seem unhappy or 
uncomfortable. Other groups believe that infants should 
be left to cry it out.

In the United States, parents diff er in their approaches 
to feeding and handling their infants, but most are 
infl uenced by the practices they have observed among 
members of their families and their social groups. Such 
habits, shared by the members of each group, express 
the group’s culture. Group members learn the habits and 
keep them more or less uniform by social expectations 
and pressures.

Culture Shock

Every social group has its own specifi c culture, its own 
way of seeing, doing, and making things, its own tradi-
tions. Some cultures are quite similar to one another; 
others are very diff erent. When individuals travel abroad 
to countries with cultures that are very diff erent from 
their own, the experience can be quite upsetting. Meals 
are scheduled at diff erent times of day, strange or even 
repulsive foods are presented, and the traveler never 
quite knows what to expect from others or what others 
in turn might expect. Local customs might seem charm-
ing or brutal. Sometimes travelers are unable to adjust 
easily to a foreign culture; they might become anxious, 
lose their appetites, or even feel sick. Sociologists use the 
term culture shock to describe the diffi  culty people have 

adjusting to a new culture that diff ers markedly from their 

own.

Jonah Blank experienced culture shock often as he 
traveled throughout India. One day, he observed three 
bulls walking in the village:

[Th ey] ambled lazily by the storefront, leaving three 
steaming piles of dung in their wake. A few minutes later 
an old woman waddled along, dropped to her knees, and 
scooped up the fresh patties with her clapped hands. She 
slapped them onto an already laden tin plate, and shuffl  ed 

All human groups have a culture, but it often varies 
considerably from one group to the next.
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my mind. . . . No matter what I might say, it would not be 
right from someone’s point of view, and if I refused to 
answer, I might be even worse off . I was stuck. So I tried 
to answer by thinking aloud as I progressed to a conclu-
sion, hoping for salvation before I said what came to my 
mind as soon as the question was posed, namely, to save 
the child.

Ahmed was very surprised. I fl unked the test. As he 
saw it, there was only one correct answer. “You see,” he 
said, “you can have more than one wife in a lifetime, 
you can have more than one child, but you have only 
one mother. You must save your mother!” (Rubinstein, 
1975)

Th is example shows us how the value of individuals 
such as children, spouses, and mothers can vary greatly 
from one culture to the next. We can see how what we 
might consider to be a natural way of thinking is not the 
case at all in another culture.

Cultural relativism requires behaviors and customs 
to be viewed and analyzed within the context in which 
they occur. Th e packed-dirt fl oor of the Guatemalan 
house should be noted in terms of the culture of the 
Guatemalan peasant, not in terms of suburban America. 
(See “Global Sociology: Struggling to Accept the Jury 
System”). Researchers, however, might fi nd that dirt 
fl oors contribute to the incidents of parasites in young 
children and might, therefore, judge such construction 
to be less desirable than wood or tile fl oors.

In 2008, King Mswati III of Swaziland married his 14th 
wife. He has 23 children. According to Swazi culture, the 
king is expected to marry a woman from every clan. Th e 

down the alley. . . . Around the corner from the manure 
collector, another old woman hung a string of dried cow 
patties outside her door for luck. A large mound of dung 
sat at the step, stuck each day with newly plucked fl ower 
stems. Had I been rude enough to tell her that the custom 
was unhygienic, she would assuredly have laughed at my 
science. (Blank, 1992)

Culture shock can also be experienced within a per-
son’s own society. Picture the army recruit having to 
adapt to a whole new set of behaviors, rules, and expec-
tations in basic training—a new cultural setting.

Ethnocentrism and Cultural Relativism

People often make judgments about other cultures accord-

ing to the customs and values of their own, a practice 
sociologists call ethnocentrism. Th us, an American 
might call a Guatemalan peasant’s home fi lthy because 
the fl oor is made of packed dirt or believe that the 
family organization of the Watusi (of East Africa) is 
immoral because a husband may have several wives. 
Ethnocentrism can lead to prejudice and discrimina-
tion and often results in the repression or domination 
of one group by another.

Immigrants, for instance, often encounter hostility 
when their manners, dress, eating habits, or religious 
beliefs diff er markedly from those of their new neigh-
bors. Because of this hostility and because of their own 
ethnocentrism, immigrants often establish their own 
communities in their adopted country. Many Cuban 
Americans, for example, have settled in Miami where 
they have built a power base through strength in num-
bers. In Dade County, which includes Miami, Cuban 
Americans represent 60% of the population.

To avoid ethnocentrism in their own research, soci-
ologists are guided by the concept of cultural relativ-

ism, the recognition that social groups and cultures must 

be studied and understood on their own terms before 

valid comparisons can be made. Cultural relativism fre-
quently is taken to mean that social scientists never 
should judge the relative merits of any group or culture. 
Th is is not the case. Cultural relativism is an approach 
to performing objective cross-cultural research. It does 
not require researchers to abdicate their personal stan-
dards. In fact, good social scientists will take the trouble 
to spell out exactly what their standards are so that both 
researchers and readers will be alert to possible bias in 
their studies.

American Moshe Rubinstein encountered the con-
trasting values between American and Arab cultures 
after a traditional Arabic dinner. Rubinstein was pre-
sented with a parable by his host, Ahmed.

“Moshe,” Ahmed said as he put his fable in the form 
of a question, “imagine that you, your mother, your wife, 
and your child are in a boat, and it capsizes. You can save 
yourself and only one of the remaining three. Whom will 
you save?” For a moment, I froze, thoughts raced through 

As of 2008, King Mswati III of Swaziland had 14 wives and 
23 children. His father had 70 wives. Cultural relativism asks 
us to withhold judgment about these facts based on our 
culture alone.

Th
em

ba
 H

ad
eb

e/
A

P 
Ph

ot
o



PART 2 THE INDIVIDUAL IN SOCIETY54

Th e jury trial system based on English common law 
is well established in the United States. Th e United 
States Constitution made trial by a jury a basic civil 
right. Th e jury trial is seen as a safeguard against giv-
ing the government too much power.

Countries that do not have a common-law system 
do not have jury trials. Since 1943, Japanese crimi-
nal trials have been decided by three-judge panels. 
Private citizens have had no voice in the system, and 
most criminal trials ended in a conviction. Japan is 
about to make a major change to its criminal justice 
system and begin a jury trial system. Under the new 
system, defendants charged with serious crimes will 
be tried by a panel of six jurors and three judges; with 
a simple majority vote, guilt and sentencing will be 
decided. A major obstacle exists, however. Japanese 
cultural norms frown on questioning authority, argu-
ing with one another, and expressing opinions in 
public.

Th e Japanese cultural reluctance to do what is 
required for a jury trial system to work has made 
it necessary to hold practice sessions. More than 
500 mock trials have been held. Th e transition to the 
jury system is not easy because 80% of the Japanese 
public dreads the change and does not want ever to 
serve on a jury.

Th e Japanese would prefer to defer to the opinions 
of authorities instead of debating positions. A haiku, 
“In Japan, to not speak is considered a virtue,” by one 
of Japan’s greatest poets, Basho, typifi es the problem 
most Japanese have with the give and take that is part 
of the jury outcome.

Th e mock trials often resemble classrooms in which 
the students have not done the reading and hope the 
professor will not call on them. Instead of engaging 
each other in a discussion, the jurors prefer to direct 
questions to the judges. Even when the judges try to 
extract opinions from the jurors, the comments are 
often hedged and ambiguous. Long silences are com-
mon during which the jurors tense up, fearful that they 
might have to speak.

Critics say the Japanese value harmony so much 
that the juries will let the judges lead the deliberations 
and decide what issues to examine. Th ey expect little 
change in the 99% conviction rate or the overreliance 
on confessions, sometimes forced. Yet, this is an inter-
esting cultural experiment that should have long-term 
implications.

Source: Norimitsu Onishi, “Japan Learns Dreaded Task of 
Jury Duty,” New York Times, July 16, 2007, p. 1.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

Struggling to Accept the Jury System

king’s 14 wives is still far fewer than the 70 wives his 
father had (Bearak, 2008).

Th e customs of our society make us frown on this 
type of behavior, but cultural relativism would preclude 
judging this practice from the standpoint of our culture 
alone.

COMPONENTS OF CULTURE ●

Th e concept of culture is not easy to understand, per-
haps because every aspect of our social lives is an 
expression of it and because familiarity produces a kind 
of nearsightedness toward our own culture, making it 
diffi  cult for us to take an analytical perspective toward 
our everyday social lives. Sociologists fi nd it helpful to 
break down culture into separate components: mate-
rial culture (objects), and nonmaterial culture (rules and 
shared beliefs) (Hall and Hall, 1990).

Material Culture

Material culture consists of human technology—all the 

things human beings make and use, from small, hand-

held tools to skyscrapers. Without material culture, our 
species could not survive long because material culture 
provides a buff er between humans and their environ-
ment. Using it, human beings can protect themselves 
from environmental stresses, as when they build shel-
ters and wear clothing to protect themselves from the 
cold or from strong sunlight.

Even more important, humans use material culture 
to modify and exploit the environment. Th ey build dams 
and irrigation canals, plant fi elds and forests, convert 
coal and oil into energy, and transform ores into versatile 
metals. Using material culture, our species has learned to 
cope with the most extreme environments and to survive 
and even to thrive on all continents and in all climates. 
Human beings have walked on the fl oor of the ocean and 

The jury tri
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specifi ed situations. Norms are central elements of non-
material culture.

Norms are the rules of behavior that are agreed upon 

and shared within a culture and that prescribe limits of 

acceptable behavior. Th ey defi ne normal expected behav-
ior and help people achieve predictability in their lives. For 
example, one of the few truly universal gestures is the kiss.

Anthropologists have speculated that kissing 
evolved from the time when mothers would pass food, 
mouth to mouth, to their infants. Th ink for a moment 
how the kiss has permeated our lives. Mothers kiss 
bruises to make them better. Athletes kiss their tro-
phies. Th e French sculptor Auguste Rodin sculpted a 
famous one—Th e Kiss.

Yet most cultures follow unwritten norms concern-
ing kissing in public. In some cultures, cheek kissing is 
a normal way of greeting another person. In Russia, you 
actually kiss the cheek. In other places, such as France, 

on the surface of the moon. No other creature can do 
this; none has our fl exibility. Material culture has made 
human beings the dominant life-form on earth.

Nonmaterial Culture

Every society also has a nonmaterial culture, which 
consists of the totality of knowledge, beliefs, values, and 

rules for appropriate behavior. Th e nonmaterial culture 
is structured by such institutions as the family, religion, 
education, economy, and government.

Whereas material culture is made up of things that 
have a physical existence (they can be seen, touched, and 
so on), the elements of nonmaterial culture are the ideas 
associated with their use. Although engagement rings 
and birthday fl owers have a material existence, they 
also refl ect attitudes, beliefs, and values that are part of 
American culture, with rules for their appropriate use in 

Housing is an aspect of material culture that can vary widely, as displayed by comparing this elaborate house in Barcelona with this 
unusual home in Fire Island, New York.
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produce strong negative reactions, which are often sup-
ported by law. Desecration of a church or temple, sexual 
molestation of a child, rape, murder, incest, and child 
beating are all violations of American mores.

Not all norms command such absolute conformity. 
Much of day-to-day life is governed by traditions, or 
folkways, which are norms that permit a wide degree 

of individual interpretation as long as certain limits are 

not overstepped. People who violate folkways are seen as 
peculiar or possibly eccentric, but rarely do they elicit 
strong public response.

For example, a wide range of dress is now acceptable 
in most theaters and restaurants. Men and women may 
wear clothes ranging from business attire to jeans, an 
open-necked shirt, or a sweater. However, extremes in 
either direction will cause a reaction. Many establish-
ments limit the extent of informal dress; signs might 
specify that no one with bare feet or without a shirt may 
enter. On the other hand, a person in extremely formal 
attire might well attract attention and elicit amused 
comments in a fast-food restaurant.

Good manners in our culture also show a range of 
acceptable behavior. A man might or might not open a 
door or hold a coat for a woman, who might also choose 
to open a door or hold a coat for a man—all four options 
are acceptable behavior and cause neither comment nor 
negative reactions from people.

Th ese two examples illustrate another aspect of folk-
ways: Th ey change with time. Not too long ago, a man was 
always expected to hold a door open for a woman, and a 
woman was never expected to hold a coat for a man.

Folkways also vary from one culture to another. In 
the United States, for example, it is customary to thank 
someone for a gift. To fail to do so is to be ungrateful 
and ill mannered. Subtle cultural diff erences can make 
international gift giving, however, a source of anxiety or 
embarrassment to well-meaning business travelers. For 
example, if you give a gift on fi rst meeting an Arab busi-
nessman, it might be interpreted as a bribe. If you give 
a clock in China, it is considered bad luck. In fact, the 
Mandarin word for clock is similar to the one for death. In 
Latin America, you will have a problem if you give knives, 
letter openers, or handkerchiefs. Th e fi rst two indicate the 
end of a friendship; the last is associated with sadness.

Norms are specifi c expectations about social behav-
ior, but it is important to add that they are not absolute. 
Even though we learn what is expected in our culture, 
there is room for variation in individual interpretations 
of these norms that deviate from the ideal norm.

Ideal norms are expectations of what people should 

do under perfect conditions. Th ese are the norms we fi rst 
teach our children. Th ey tend to be simple, making few 
distinctions and allowing for no exceptions. In real-
ity, however, nothing about human beings is ever that 
dependable.

Real norms are norms that are expressed with quali-

fi cations and allowances for diff erences in individual 

Italy, or Latin America, you kiss the air—that is, cheeks 
touch and lips make the sound of kissing, but the lips do 
not actually press against the cheek. In Latin America, 
only one cheek is kissed. In France, each cheek is kissed. 
In Belgium and Russia, you kiss one cheek, then the 
other, and back to the fi rst.

In some countries, kissing the hand is the acceptable 
form of greeting. French etiquette suggests that the man 
kisses the woman’s hand without actually touching it 
with his lips. Kissing your own fi ngertips is a European 
gesture that conveys the message “Th at’s great! Th at’s 
beautiful.” Th e origin for this gesture probably stems 
from the custom of ancient Greeks and Romans who, 
when entering or leaving the temple, threw a kiss to 
sacred objects. In Mexico, a kissing sound summons a 
waiter in a restaurant. In the Philippines, street vendors 
use it to attract the attention of customers.

In the United States, kissing between men and women 
in public is common. Presidential candidates have even 
given extended mouth-to-mouth kisses to their spouses 
during prime-time broadcasts.

At the other extreme, in certain Asian countries such 
as Japan, kissing is considered an intimate sexual act 
and not permissible in public, even as a social greeting 
(Axtell, 1998).

Mores (pronounced more-ays) are strongly held norms 

that usually have a moral connotation and are based 

on the central values of the culture. Violations of mores 

According to the norms of American culture, a common way 
for men to greet each other is to shake hands. In Japanese 
society, bowing is common.
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believes the United States has unique cultural values 
that set it apart from the rest of the world. However, 
these values can produce both positive and negative 
outcomes. For example, the United States is the most 
religious, optimistic, productive, well-educated, and 
individualistic country in the world. It is also one of the 
most violent crime-ridden and litigious nations, with a 
wide gap in income distribution and some of the lowest 
levels of welfare benefi ts.

How can widely held cultural values produce both 
good and bad outcomes? Part of the answer lies in how 
people attempt to fulfi ll these values. For example, the 
American emphasis on individualism and individual hap-
piness might produce technological innovation in a wide 
variety of areas, but it is also responsible for the coun-
try’s high divorce rate. Americans believe you should be 
satisfi ed with your life, be happy with your work, and 
like your spouse. If that is not the case, you are expected 
to make changes to correct the situation. If there are 
marital problems, we want to know why you are staying 
in the marriage. Th e Japanese do not automatically 
assume that if you are dissatisfi ed with your circum-
stances you must change them.

Th e United States is a high achievement–oriented 
society. At the same time, it also leads the world in many 
types of crime. In the United States, a lack of success 
causes the individual to feel much more dissatisfi ed than 
in less achievement–oriented societies. Hence, people 
will try to get ahead by whatever means necessary. For 
some, this might mean committing crime.

In American society, a disdain for authority stems 
from the country’s revolutionary past. Th e early found-
ers rejected the control of England and produced a 
sharp break with the authority of the English powers. 
Americans do not show the kind of deference to author-
ity that is commonly the case in countries such as 
Canada or Britain, which have not had the same kind of 
revolutionary history. (For a further discussion of value 
diff erences, see “Global Sociology: Is Th ere a Culture 
Clash between the United States and Saudi Arabia?”)

The Origin of Language

Language enables humans to organize the world around 
them into labeled cognitive categories and use these 
labels to communicate with one another.

Language, therefore, makes possible teaching and 
sharing the values, norms, and nonmaterial culture we 
just discussed. It provides the principal means through 
which culture is transmitted and the foundation on which 
the complexity of human thought and experience rests.

Language allows humans to transcend the limita-
tions imposed by their environment and biological evo-
lution. It has taken tens of millions of years of biological 
evolution to produce the human species. On the other 
hand, in a matter of decades, cultural evolution has 
made it possible for us to travel to the moon. Biological 

behavior. Th ey specify how people actually behave. Th ey 
refl ect the fact that a person’s behavior is guided by 
norms as well as unique situations.

In Kazakhstan, for example, although bribery is 
frowned upon, professors are so poorly paid that, over the 
years, a norm system has developed in which they supple-
ment their salaries by taking money or other items from 
their students in return for higher grades. Th e cultural 
norms that have evolved in the higher education system 
in Kazakhstan include an entire vocabulary describing 
the various types of transactions. For example:

Razvodit: To get exams in advance by bribing the professor.

Psevdorepetitorstvo: When ten or more students pay for 
extra classes to pass the course. Th ey are not required to 
attend these classes.

Roga I kopyta: Bribes involving payment of sheep or other 
livestock. Usually given by students from rural villages.

Real’niy” diplom: A diploma with all necessary seals and 
signatures. Cost: between $800 and $1,500.

Chay-kofe-potansuem: A bribe off ered by female students 
“without complexes.” (KIMEP Times, June 2002)

Th e concepts of ideal and real norms are useful for 
distinguishing between mores and folkways. For mores, 
the ideal and the real norms tend to be very close, 
whereas folkways can be much more loosely connected: 
Our mores say, “Th ou shalt not kill,” and really mean 
it, but we might violate a folkway by neglecting to say 
thank you, for example, without provoking general out-
rage. More important, the very fact that a culture legiti-
mizes the diff erence between ideal and real expectations 
allows us room to interpret norms to a greater or smaller 
degree according to our own personal dispositions.

Values are a culture’s general orientations toward 

life—its notions of what is good and bad, what is desirable 

and undesirable. For example, each year, the University 
of California at Los Angeles surveys college students 
to get an idea of what values are important to them. In 
2008, the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) 
surveyed several hundred thousand freshman students 
at 413 of the nation’s baccalaureate institutions.

Th irty-one percent of students characterized them-
selves as liberal, which was the highest level in 35 years. 
Th e number of freshmen who describe themselves as 
politically middle-of-the-road has seen a steady decline 
and, in 2008, reached an all-time low of 43.3%, roughly 
the same percentage as in 1970. One in fi ve students 
(20.7%) identifi ed themselves as conservative in 2008.

Liberal causes also gained support. In 2008, about 
two-thirds (66.2%) of college freshmen supported the 
right to legal marriage for same-sex couples, up from 
51% in 1997. Sixty percent agreed with the statement, 
“Th e wealthy should pay a larger share of taxes than they 
do now” (Higher Education Research Institute, 2008).

Values can also be understood by looking at patterns 
of behavior. Sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset (1996) 
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In a provocative book titled Th e Clash of Civilizations, 
Samuel J. Huntington (1996), a Harvard professor and 
former advisor to president Lyndon Johnson, argued 
that in the future, the main source of international 
confl ict will be cultural diff erences. In developing his 
views, Huntington paid particular attention to the 
cultural gulf between Western and Islamic cultures. 
According to Huntington, people of diff erent ethnic 
backgrounds and religions are likely to see their rela-
tionships with other groups in terms of “us versus 
them.” Many people disagreed with Huntington and 
criticized him for making what they thought were 
exaggerated generalizations.

In the wake of September 11, however, Huntington’s 
thesis began receiving renewed attention. “Do clearly 
delineated ‘civilizations’ exist or not? If they do, are 
they really in confl ict with one another? And what 
light can be shed on the way Western and Islamic soci-
eties view one another?” (Miller and Feinberg, 2002).

Th e Roper polling service conducted a worldwide 
survey of 30,000 people in 30 countries to see whether 
there really are profound cultural diff erences. In one 
series of questions, people were asked how close 
they felt to the cultures and ways of life of various 
countries—very close, somewhat close, somewhat 
distant, or very distant. Almost all Americans (93%) 
felt “very or somewhat close to the culture and way 
of life of the United States.” In addition, fewer than 
half of the people felt “close to any other specifi c 
culture,” suggesting that even a country as ethnically 
diverse as America views the world in an “us and 
them” fashion.

Although, compared to most countries, the United 
States is relatively open to other cultures, Americans 
felt particularly distant from Arab culture. Very few 

(4%) felt “very or somewhat close to Arab culture.” 
In fact, there was no other culture in the survey from 
which Americans felt as distant. Th is suggests that the 
Islamic presence in the United States has done little 
to encourage any feeling of closeness.

Like Americans, people from Saudi Arabia were 
also “nearly unanimous in their feeling of kinship to 
their own culture”—98% felt very or somewhat close to 
“Arab culture”—and few (7%) felt as close to American 
culture. Of all the countries surveyed, Saudis felt most 
distant from the American way of life.

Th e Roper poll also asked about certain cultural 
values and concluded that “whereas Americans rank 
freedom as a top-ten value, Saudis do not.” Americans 
put self-esteem on their top-ten list; Saudis put mod-
esty on theirs.

When Saudis were asked to compare themselves 
to other cultures, they viewed themselves as part of a 
culture that has little in common with the rest of the 
world. Furthermore, the Saudis believed they had the 
“least in common with the United States when it came 
to personal values.” What were these diff erences? Th e 
key American values included freedom, individual-
ity, and self-reliance. For the Saudis, they were faith, 
modesty, obedience, and tradition.

Th ese fi ndings do not, of course, defi nitively prove 
Huntington’s thesis of fundamental confl ict between 
American and Islamic culture. Th ey do, however, 
demonstrate that within the United States and Saudi 
Arabia, there exists a great deal of perceived distance 
between the cultures.

Source: Adapted from Th omas A. W. Miller and Geoff rey 
D. Feinberg, “Culture Clash: Personal Values Are Shaping 
Our Times,” Public Perspective, March/April 2002, pp. 6–9.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

Is There a Culture Clash between the United States and Saudi Arabia?
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evolution had to work slowly through genetic changes, 
but cultural evolution works quickly through the trans-
mission of information from one generation to the next. 
In terms of knowledge and information, each human 
generation, because of language, is able to begin where 
the previous one left off . Each generation does not have 
to begin anew, as is the case in the animal world.

Over the past 75 years, sociologists and anthro-
pologists have formed a standard view of the inter-
play between language and culture. The current view 
is that whereas animals are rigidly controlled by 
their biology, human behavior is determined by cul-
ture and language. Free from biological constraints, 

human cultures can vary from one another in count-
less ways.

Human infants are born with nothing more than a 
few refl exes and an ability to learn. Children learn their 
culture through their culture’s language, socialization, 
and role models.

Some scientists (Pinker, 1995) believe that the human 
capacity to use language is one of the most distinctive 
human attributes and that this critical step in cultural devel-
opment has a biological basis as well as a cultural one.

Th e study of the genomes of people and chimpanzees 
has yielded some insight into the origin of language. It 
appears that language is a relatively recent development, 
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having evolved only in the past 100,000 years. Some 
believe the emergence of behaviorally modern humans 
about 50,000 years ago was set off  by a major genetic 
change that made modern language possible.

In 2001, the fi rst human gene involved specifi cally in 
language was discovered. Known as FOXP2, the gene is 
known to switch on other genes that are important for 
speech and language.

Th e discovery took place as part of research on three 
generations of the KE family, half of whom had speech 
and language disorders. Th e thinking at fi rst was that 
the gene merely caused low intelligence and made 
speech unintelligible. Testing suggested that the disor-
der was more complex. Some of the family members did 
score lower on average in IQ tests. Others, however, did 
score in the normal range but still had a problem with 
language. Th e language problems were not just due to 
motor control. Th e family members also had trouble 
understanding sentences or grammar rules. Th ey even 
had trouble performing tasks that the average four-year-
old could perform.

Th e thinking is that the FOXP2 gene has remained 
largely unaltered during the evolution of mammals but 
suddenly changed in humans after they split off  from the 
chimpanzee line of descent. By conferring the ability for 
rapid articulation, the improved gene might have pro-
vided the fi nishing touch to the acquisition of language 
and human cultural development (Enard et al., 2002).

Language and Culture

All people are shaped by the selectivity of their culture, 
a process by which some aspects of the world are viewed as 

important while others are virtually neglected. Th e language 
of a culture refl ects this selectivity in its vocabulary and 
even its grammar. Th erefore, as children learn a language, 
they are being molded to think and even to experience the 
world in terms of one particular cultural perspective.

Th is view of language and culture, known as the 
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, argues that the language a per-

son uses determines his or her perception of reality (Sapir, 
1961; Whorf, 1956). Th is idea caused some alarm among 
social scientists at fi rst because it implied that people 
from diff erent cultures never quite experience the same 
reality. Although more recent research has modifi ed this 
extreme view, it remains true that diff erent languages 
classify experiences diff erently—that language is the 
lens through which we experience the world. Th e promi-
nent anthropologist, Ruth Benedict (1961), pointed out, 
“We do not see the lens through which we look.”

Th e category corresponding to one word and one 
thought in language A might be regarded by language 
B as two or more categories corresponding to two or 
more words or thoughts. For example, we have only one 
word for water, but the Hopi Indians have two words—
pahe ( for water in a natural state) and keyi ( for water in 

a container). Yet the Hopi have only one word to cover 
everything or being that fl ies except birds. Strange as it 
might seem to us, they call a fl ying insect, an airplane, 
and a pilot by the same word. Verbs also are treated dif-
ferently in diff erent cultures. In English, we have one 
verb, to go. In New Guinea, however, the Manus language 
has three verbs, depending on direction, distance, and 
whether the going is up or down.

Language helps defi ne our view of the world and oth-
ers’. Th e Indians of the North American plains are will-
ing to accept someone’s unusual behavior rather than 
label the person as mentally ill. In fact, in American 
Indian culture, such people might be considered gifted 
and, thus, very spiritual. Some American Indian cultures 
believe people with special needs are considered waken, 
or holy, and belong to the creator. Th ey are, therefore, 
treated with great respect.

Many Native-American groups do not have the con-
cept of mental illness. Th ey view mental illness as a 
white person’s disease defi ned by mainstream society as 
shameful and unnatural. As such, American Indians are 
likely to see mental health as a mainstream concept that 
does not really apply to them. Mental and emotional 
problems are thought to be brought on by biological, 
social, or cultural violations or taboos such as excessive 
drinking, for example. Wellness takes place when there 
is harmony among body, mind, and spirit.

Th e American Indian conception of respect is also 
diff erent from that of mainstream culture. It is inappro-
priate to pry into the innermost thoughts and feelings of 
another person, as is done by mental health professions. 
One lives in harmony with all other beings because it is 
spiritually necessary to do so. All parts of life are interre-
lated and thus worthy of respect. To be in a state of con-
fl ict with people or to off end them is to be in disharmony 
and thus in a dangerous and vulnerable state.

In the Northern Plains Indians’ view of communica-
tion, asking direct questions about mental illness might 
actually produce the behavior. In American Indian cul-
ture, such questioning can allow spirits to enter the per-
son’s essence, producing ghost illness (National Institute 
of Justice, June 2005).

A little bit closer to home, consider the number of 
words and expressions pertaining to technology that 
have entered the English language. Th ese include twit-

tering, texting, cyberspace, virtual reality, hackers, phish-

ing, spamming, morphing, and googling.
Th ese words refl ect the preoccupation of American 

culture with technology. In contrast, many Americans 
are at a loss for words when they are asked to describe 
facets of nature such as the varieties of snow, wind, or 
rain; kinds of forests; rock formations; earth colors and 
textures; or vegetation zones. Why? Th ese things are not 
of great importance in urban American culture.

Th e translation of one language into another often 
presents problems. Direct translations are often impos-
sible because (1) words might have a variety of meanings 
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ability to use symbols to create language, culture could 
not exist.

Symbols and Culture

What does it mean to say that culture is symbolic? A 
symbol is anything that represents something else and 

carries a particular meaning recognized by members of a 

culture. Symbols need not share any quality at all with 
whatever they represent. Symbols stand for things sim-
ply because people agree that they do.

Th us, when two or more individuals agree about 
the things a particular object represents, that object 
becomes a symbol by virtue of its shared meaning for 
those individuals. When Betsy Ross sewed the fi rst 
American fl ag, she was creating a symbol.

Th e important point about the meanings of symbols 
is that they are entirely arbitrary, a matter of cultural 
convention. Each culture attaches its own meanings to 
things. Th us, in the United States, mourners wear black 
to symbolize their sadness at a funeral. In the Far East, 
people wear white. In this case, the symbol is diff erent, 
but the meaning is the same. On the other hand, the 
same object can have diff erent meanings in diff erent 
cultures.

Among the Sioux Indians, the swastika (a cross made 
with ends bent at right angles to its arms) was a religious 
symbol; in Nazi Germany, its meaning was political.

In recent years, email messages have produced a 
whole host of symbols for commonly used expressions. 
(See “Day-to-Day Sociology: Symbols in Cyberspace,” for 
examples of some of these symbols.)

Few travelers would think of going abroad without 
taking along a dictionary or phrase book to help them 

and (2) many words and ideas are culture-bound. An 
extreme example of the fi rst type of these translation 
problems occurred near the end of World War II. After 
Germany surrendered, the Allies sent Japan a surrender 
ultimatum. Japan’s premier responded that his govern-
ment would mokusatsu the ultimatum to surrender. 
Mokusatsu has two possible meanings in English: “to 
consider” or “to take notice of.” Th e premier meant 
that the government would consider the surrender 
ultimatum.

Th e English translators, however, used the second 
interpretation, “to take notice of,” and assumed that 
Japan had rejected the ultimatum. Th is belief that Japan 
was unwilling to surrender was a factor in the atomic 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (Samovar, Porter, 
and Jain, 1981). Most likely the bombing would still have 
taken place even with the other interpretation, but this 
example does demonstrate the problems in translating 
words and ideas from one language into another.

Th ese examples demonstrate the uniqueness of lan-
guage. No two cultures represent the world in exactly 
the same manner, and this cultural selectivity, or bias, 
is expressed in the form and content of a culture’s 
language.

THE SYMBOLIC NATURE OF CULTURE ●

All human beings respond to the world around them. 
Th ey might decorate their bodies, make drawings 
on cave walls or canvases, or mold likenesses in clay. 
Th ese all act as symbolic representations of their soci-
ety. All complex behavior is derived from the ability to 
use symbols for people, events, or places. Without the 

Communication involves the display of many symbols. 
When we communicate in email, many of the gestures 
and facial expression that help clarify a message are 
missing. In response, people have developed a host of 
symbols to help clarify the message. Th ey include:

:-) smile
:-( sad
:-0 wow
\-o bored
:-c bummed out
:-X my lips are sealed
LOL laughing out loud
:-|| I am angry
}:[ angry, frustrated
:-( I am sad

|-{ good grief
:*) drunk
:-6 exhausted, wiped out
:( frown
|-| asleep
|ˆo snoring
:-@ screaming
~ :-( steaming mad
%-) dazed or silly
%-\ hung over
:-# lips are sealed
:~/ mixed up
%-{ ironic
%-( confused
:-C astonished

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY

Symbols in Cyberspace
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means “You’re worth zero”; in Greece and Turkey, it is an 
insulting or vulgar sexual invitation. In parts of southern 
Italy, it is an off ensive and graphic reference to a part of 
the anatomy. Small wonder that the waiter was shocked.

In fact, dozens of gestures take on totally diff erent 
meanings from one country to another. Is thumbs up 
always a positive gesture? It is in the United States and 
in most of western Europe. When it was displayed by the 
emperor of Rome, the upright thumb gesture spared the 
lives of gladiators in the Coliseum. However, do not try 
it in Sardinia and northern Greece. Th ere the gesture 
means the insulting phrase, “Up yours.”

The same naiveté that can lead Americans into 
trouble in foreign countries also can happen at home.
Former President Bush’s used “hook ’em, ’horns” 
salute as a show of support for the University of Texas 
Longhorns marching band which was playing at his 
inaugeration. The gesture involves raising the right 
hand with the index and pinky fingers raised. People 
in Norway were shocked because they know it as a 
salute to Satan.

Th e symbol has other meanings throughout the 
world. In Italy the gesture means your wife is cheating 
on you. In the Mediterranean sea, fi shing boats may dis-
play it to ward off  evil. In Brazil women wear it as a sign 

communicate with the people in the countries they visit. 
Although most people are aware that symbolic gestures 
are the most common form of cross-cultural communi-
cation, they do not realize that the language of gestures 
can be just as diff erent, just as regional, and just as likely 
to cause misunderstanding as the spoken word can.

After a good meal in Naples, a well-meaning American 
tourist expressed his appreciation to the waiter by mak-
ing the “A-OK” gesture with his thumb and forefi nger. 
Th e waiter was shocked. He headed for the manager. Th e 
two seriously discussed calling the police and having the 
hapless tourist arrested for obscene behavior in a public 
place.

What had happened? How could such a seemingly 
innocent and fl attering gesture have been so misunder-
stood? In American culture, everyone from astronauts to 
politicians signify that everything is fi ne by using the sign 
confi dently in public. In France and Belgium, however, it 

The thumbs-up gesture is appropriate in American society but 
might be an insult in other countries.

B
os

to
n 

Fi
lm

w
or

ks

V
la

di
m

ir
 M

uc
ib

ab
ic

/s
hu

tt
er

st
oc

k.
co

m

People who live in Venice, Italy, have adjusted how they 
build their homes and live their lives to fi t their watery 
environment.
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gathering Shoshone Indians totals a mere 3,000. Modern 
Americans who also inhabit the same territory in Nevada 
and Utah are part of a culture with items numbering 
well into the millions. Social change in American soci-
ety is proceeding rapidly, whereas Shoshone culture, as 
revealed by archaeological excavations, appears to have 
changed scarcely at all for thousands of years.

Two simple mechanisms are responsible for cultural 
evolution: innovation and diff usion. Innovation takes 
place in several ways, including recombining in new ways 
elements already available to a society (invention), dis-
covering new concepts, fi nding new solutions to old prob-
lems, and devising and making new material objects.

Diff usion is the movement of cultural traits from one 

culture to another. It almost inevitably results when people 
from one group or society come into contact with another, 
as when immigrant groups take on the dress or manners 
of already established groups and in turn contribute new 
foods or art forms to the dominant culture. Rarely does a 
trait diff use directly from one culture into another.

Rather, diff usion is marked by reformulation, in 

which a trait is modifi ed in some way so that it fi ts bet-

ter in its new context. Th is process of reformulation can 
be seen in the transformation of black folk blues into 
commercial music such as rhythm and blues and rock 
’n’ roll. Or consider moccasins—the machine-made, 
chemically waterproofed, soft-soled cowhide shoes—
which today diff er from the Native-American originals 
and usually are worn for recreation rather than as part 
of basic dress, as they originally were. Sociologists would 
say, therefore, that moccasins are an example of a cul-
tural trait that was reformulated when it diff used from 
Native-American culture to industrial America.

of good luck. In the United States, baseball players may 
use it to signal two outs, in football the referee may use 
to indicate a “second down.” In Los Angeles it is a gang 
symbol (Associated Press, 2005).

Looking at culture from this point of view, we would 
have to say that all aspects of culture—nonmaterial and 
material—are symbolic.

CULTURE AND ADAPTATION ●

Culture probably has been part of human evolution since 
the time, some 15 million years ago, when our ancestors 
fi rst began to live on the ground. As we have stressed 
throughout this chapter, humans are extraordinarily 
fl exible and adaptable.

Adaptation is the process by which human beings 

adjust to changes in their environment. Th is adaptability, 
however, is not the result of being biologically fi tted to 
the environment; in fact, human beings are remarkably 
unspecialized.

We do not run very fast, jump very high, climb very 
well, or swim very far. However, we are specialized in one 
area: We are culture producing, culture transmitting, and 
culture dependent. Th is unique specialization is rooted 
in the size and structure of the human brain and in our 
physical ability both to speak and to use tools.

Culture, then, is the primary means by which human 
beings adapt to the challenges of their environment. 
Th us, using enormous machines, we strip away layers of 
the earth to extract minerals and, using other machines, 
we transport these minerals to yet more machines, 
where they are converted to a staggering number of dif-
ferent products.

Take away all our technology and American soci-
ety would cease to exist. Take away all culture and the 
human species would perish. Culture is as much a part 
of us as our skin, muscles, bones, and brains.

Mechanisms of Cultural Change

Cultural change takes place at many levels within a society. 
Some of the radical changes that have taken place often 
become obvious only in hindsight. When the airplane was 
invented, few people could visualize the changes it would 
produce. Not only did it markedly decrease the impact of 
distance on cultural contact, but also it had enormous 
impact on such areas as economics and warfare.

It is generally assumed that the number of cultural 
items in a society (including everything from toothpicks 
to structures as complex as government agencies) has a 
direct relation to the rate of social change. A society that 
has few such items will tend to have few innovations, 
any new practice or tool that becomes widely accepted in 

a society. As the number of cultural items increases, so 
do the innovations as well as the rate of social change. 
For example, an inventory of the cultural items—from 
tools to religious practices—among the hunting and 

When people of one society come in contact with people of 
another society, cultural diffusion takes place, as evidenced by 
the KCF in Japan.
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Others disagree and think animals use language 
in unique ways that we have overlooked. A number 
of experiments—the earliest dating back to the mid-
1950s—have shown that apes are able to master some 
of the most fundamental aspects of language. Apes, of 
course, cannot talk.

Th eir mouths and throats simply are not built to pro-
duce speech, and no ape has been able to approximate 
more than four human words. However, eff orts to teach 
apes to communicate by other means have met with a 
fair amount of success.

Th e fi rst and most widely known experiment in ape 
language research began in 1966, under the direction of 
Allen and Beatrix Gardner of the University of Nevada, 
with a chimpanzee named Washoe.

Th is experiment consisted of teaching the chimp 
American sign language (ASL), the hand-gesture lan-
guage used by deaf people. Washoe learned more than 200 
distinct signs and was able to ask for food, name objects, 
and make reference to her environment. Th e Gardners 
replicated their results with four other chimpanzees.

Another experiment involves a female gorilla named 
Koko. Francine Patterson has been working with Koko 

Cultural Lag

Although the diverse elements of a culture are interre-
lated, some can change rapidly while others lag behind. 
William F. Ogburn (1964) coined the term cultural lag 
to describe the phenomenon through which new patterns 

of behavior may emerge, even though they confl ict with 

traditional values. Ogburn observed that technological 
change (material culture) is typically faster than change 
in nonmaterial culture—a culture’s norms and values—
and technological change often results in cultural lag.

Consequently, stresses and strains among elements 
of a culture are more or less inevitable. For example, 
even though the Internet in general and the World Wide 
Web in particular off er vast educational opportunities, 
teachers have been slow to incorporate these technolo-
gies into the classroom.

Traditional school values might be in confl ict with 
use of the Web. Schools often assume that education is 
best carried out in isolation from the rest of society and 
that the teacher is the main guide for the students along 
a path to learning. Education has changed little from 100 
years ago, and we still expect teachers to talk and groups 
of students to listen.

Th e Web enables the student to connect to countless 
sites outside of the classroom and to pursue individ-
ual educational goals. Th e teacher’s role and infl uence 
becomes less clear with the introduction of this technol-
ogy. Th e teacher, instead of being in charge, must now 
be ready to collaborate with the student and serve as 
a partner in the exploration of the resources (Maddux, 
1997). Traditional teacher–student roles and values are 
challenged in the process.

Other instances of cultural lag have considerably 
greater and more widespread negative eff ects. Advances 
in medicine have led to lower infant mortality and 
greater life expectancy, but there has been no corre-
sponding rapid worldwide acceptance of methods of 
birth control. Th e result is a potentially disastrous popu-
lation explosion in certain parts of the world.

Animals and Culture

Do animals have culture? Many social scientists would 
say no. Language often is cited as the major behav-
ioral diff erence between humans and animals. Humans 
possess language, whereas it is said animals do not. 
Language is the crucial ingredient in the ability to trans-
mit culture from one generation to the next. Animals 
might have traits that can be socially transmitted, but 
they cannot benefi t from the accumulation of knowledge 
and the ability to improve things over time. In human 
cultures, things change and improve from one genera-
tion to the next. People create things that are useful for 
survival, and these things evolve and get better, causing 
human culture to fl ourish. No single individual created 
something as complex and useful as a computer, but the 
history of advances led to its development.
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Researchers have had some success teaching sign language 
to apes. This learning does not always translate into 
understanding human values and norms.
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bears in the Moscow circus who are trained to ride uni-
cycles.” Johnson writes: “[Pinker] is not convinced that 
the chimps have learned anything more sophisticated 
than how to press the right buttons in order to get the 
hairless apes on the other side of the console to cough 
up M & Ms, bananas, and other tidbits of food.”

Language and the production and use of tools are 
central elements of nonmaterial and material culture. So 
does it make sense to say that culture is limited to human 
beings? Although scientists disagree in their answers to 
this question, they do agree that humans have refi ned cul-
ture to a far greater degree than have any other animals 
and that humans depend on culture for their existence 
much more completely than do any other creatures.

SUBCULTURES ●

To function, every social group must have a culture of its 
own—its own goals, norms, values, and ways of doing 
things. As Th omas Lasswell (1965) pointed out, such 
group culture is not just a “partial or miniature” culture. 
It is a full-blown, complete culture in its own right. Every 
family, clique, shop, community, ethnic group, and soci-
ety has its own culture. Hence, every individual partici-
pates in a number of diff erent cultures in the course of a 
day. Meeting the social expectations of various cultures 
is often a source of considerable stress for individuals in 
complex, heterogeneous societies such as ours. Many 
college students, for example, fi nd that the culture of 
the campus varies signifi cantly from the culture of their 
family or neighborhood.

At home, they might be criticized for their musical 
taste, their clothing, their antiestablishment ideas, and 
for spending too little time with the family. On campus, 
they might be pressured to open up their minds and 
experiment a little or to reject old-fashioned values.

Sociologists use the term subculture to refer to the 

distinctive lifestyles, values, norms, and beliefs of certain 

segments of the population within a society.

Th e concept of subculture originated in studies of 
juvenile delinquency and criminality (Sutherland, 1924), 
and in some contexts, the sub in subculture still has 
the meaning of inferior. However, sociologists increas-
ingly use subculture to refer to the cultures of discrete 
population segments within a society. Th e term is pri-
marily applied to the culture of ethnic groups (Italian 
Americans, Jews, Native Americans, and so on) as well as 
to social classes (lower or working, middle, upper, and 
so on). Certain sociologists reserve the term subculture 
for marginal groups—that is, for groups that diff er sig-
nifi cantly from the so-called dominant culture.

Types of Subcultures

Several groups have been studied at one time or another 
by sociologists as examples of subcultures. Th ese can be 
classifi ed roughly as follows.

since 1972. Koko uses approximately 400 signs regularly 
and another 300 occasionally.

She also understands several hundred spoken words 
(so much so that Patterson has to spell such words as 
candy in her presence). In addition, Koko invents signs 
or creates sign combinations to describe new things. She 
tells Patterson when she is happy or sad, refers to past 
and future events, defi nes objects, and insults her human 
companions by calling them such things as “dirty toilet,” 
“nut,” and “rotten stink.” Once, when Patterson was drill-
ing Koko on body parts, the gorilla signed, “Th ink eye ear 
nose boring” (Hawes, 1995).

Koko has taken several IQ tests and has recorded 
scores just below average for a human child—between 
70 and 95 points. However, as Patterson has pointed out, 
the IQ tests have a cultural bias toward humans, and the 
gorilla may be more intelligent than the test indicates.

For example, one item instructs the child, “Point to two 
things that are good to eat.” Th e choices are a block, an 
apple, a shoe, a fl ower, and an ice cream sundae. Refl ecting 
her tastes, Koko pointed to the apple and the fl ower. She 
likes to eat fl owers and has never seen an ice cream sun-
dae. Although this answer is correct for Koko, it is only half 
right for humans and therefore was scored incorrect.

Some interesting work with apes has been done by 
Sue Savage-Rumbaugh and her colleagues, who taught 
a form of computer language to chimpanzees. Using 
special symbols, they managed to teach apes to name 
objects and converse with each other.

An unexpected turn of events produced some inter-
esting results with a bonobo, or pygmy chimp, named 
Kanzi. Rumbaugh was having no luck teaching Kanzi’s 
adopted mother Matata to use the keyboard. During the 
lessons, while the mother was trying in vain to fi gure out 
what the experimenters wanted, Kanzi was spontane-
ously picking up on the tasks while crawling about and 
generally being more of a distraction than a participant.

When Rumbaugh fi nally gave up on Matata and 
turned her attention to Kanzi, assuming that, at the age 
of two, he might now be old enough to learn, she was 
shocked to fi nd that he already knew most of what she 
wanted to teach him and more. Kanzi was far more 
adept at the language tasks than any previous chimp 
and developed these abilities further over the years.

Kanzi might have learned so well because he was 
immature at the time. It suggests the possibility that 
there might be in chimps, as in humans, a critical period 
when some special language-learning mechanism is 
activated. Yet the problem with the critical learning 
period approach is that chimps in the wild do not learn 
a language. Why should a chimp whose ancestors never 
spoke (and who himself cannot speak) demonstrate a 
critical period for language learning (Deacon, 1997)?

Steven Pinker, a cognitive scientist at MIT, believes 
the various animal language experiments are “exercises 
in wishful thinking” (Johnson, 1995). He states, “In my 
mind this kind of research is more analogous to the 
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Social Class Subcultures
Although social classes cut horizontally across geo-
graphical, ethnic, and other subdivisions of society, to 
some degree it is possible to discern cultural diff erences 
among the classes. Sociologists have documented that 
linguistic styles, family and household forms, and val-
ues and norms applied to child rearing are patterned in 
terms of social class subcultures. (See Chapter 8 Social 
Class in the United States for a discussion of social class 
in the United States.)

Deviant Subcultures
As mentioned earlier, sociologists fi rst began to study 
subcultures as a way of explaining juvenile delinquency 
and criminality. Th is interest expanded to include the 
study of a wide variety of groups that are marginal to 
society in one way or another and whose lifestyles clash 
with that of the wider society in important ways.

Some of the deviant subcultural groups studied by 
sociologists include prostitutes, strippers, pool hustlers, 
pickpockets, drug users, and a variety of criminal groups.

UNIVERSALS OF CULTURE ●

In spite of their individual and cultural diversity, their 
many subcultures and countercultures, human beings 
are members of one species with a common evolu-
tionary heritage. Th erefore, people everywhere must 
confront and resolve certain common, basic problems 
such as maintaining group organization and overcom-
ing diffi  culties originating in their social and natural 
environments. Cultural universals are certain models 

or patterns that have developed in all cultures to resolve 

common problems.

Among those universals that fulfi ll basic human 
needs are the division of labor, the incest taboo, mar-
riage, family organization, rites of passage, and ideol-
ogy. It is important to keep in mind that although these 
forms are universal, their specifi c contents are particu-
lar to each culture.

The Division of Labor

Many primates live in social groups in which it is typical 
for each adult group member to meet most of his or her 
own needs. Th e adults fi nd their own food, prepare their 
own sleeping places, and, with the exception of infant 
care, mutual grooming, and some defense-related activi-
ties, generally fend for themselves.

Th is is not true of human groups. In all societies—
from the simplest bands to the most complex industrial 
nations—groups divide the responsibility for complet-
ing necessary tasks among their members.

Th is means that humans constantly must rely on 
one another; hence, they are the most cooperative of all 
primates.

Ethnic Subcultures
Many immigrant groups have maintained their group 
identities and sustained their traditions even while 
adjusting to the demands of the wider society. Although 
originally distinct and separate cultures, they have 
become American subcultures. America’s newest 
immigrants, Asians from Vietnam, Korea, Japan, the 
Philippines, Taiwan, India, and Cambodia, have main-
tained their values by living together in tight-knit com-
munities in New York, Los Angeles, and other large cities, 
simultaneously encouraging their children to achieve 
success by American terms.

Occupational Subcultures
Certain occupations seem to involve people in a distinc-
tive lifestyle even beyond their work. For example, New 
York’s Wall Street is not only the fi nancial capital of the 
world; it is identifi ed with certain values such as mate-
rialism, greed, or power. Construction workers, police, 
entertainers, and many other occupational groups 
involve people in distinctive subcultures.

Religious Subcultures
Certain religious groups, although continuing to partici-
pate in the wider society, nevertheless practice lifestyles 
that set them apart. Th ese include Christian evangelical 
groups, Mormons, Muslims, Jews, and many religious 
splinter groups. Sometimes the lifestyle might separate 
the group from the culture as a whole as well as from 
the subculture of its immediate community. In a drug-
ridden area of Brooklyn, New York, for example, a group 
of Muslims follows an antidrug creed in a community 
fi lled with addicts, and dealers. Th eir religious beliefs set 
them apart from the general society, and their attitude 
toward drugs separates them from many other commu-
nity members.

Political Subcultures
Small, marginal political groups can so involve their 
members that their entire way of life is an expression 
of their political convictions. Often, these so-called left-
wing and right-wing groups reject much of what they 
see in American society but remain engaged in soci-
ety through their constant eff orts to change it to their 
liking.

Geographic Subcultures
Large societies often show regional variations in culture. 
Th e United States has several geographical areas known 
for their distinctive subcultures. For instance, the South 
is known for its leisurely approach to life, its broad dia-
lect, and its hospitality. Th e North is noted for Yankee 
ingenuity, commercial cunning, and a crusty standoff -
ishness. California is known for its trendy and ultra-re-
laxed, or laidback, lifestyle. And New York City stands as 
much for an driven, elitist, arts and literature–oriented 
subculture as for a city.



PART 2 THE INDIVIDUAL IN SOCIETY66

marriage, and death. Typical rites of passage celebrated 
in American society include baptisms, bar and bat mitz-
vahs, confi rmations, major birthdays, graduation, wed-
ding showers, bachelor parties, wedding ceremonies, 
major anniversaries, retirement parties, and funerals 
and wakes. Such rites accomplish several important 
functions, including helping the individual achieve a 
sense of social identity, mapping out the individual’s life 
course, and aiding the individual in making appropriate 
life plans. Finally, rites of passage provide people with a 
context in which to share common emotions, particu-
larly with regard to events that are sources of stress and 
intense feelings such as marriage and death.

Ideology

A central challenge that every group faces is how to 
maintain its identity as a social unit. One of the most 
important ways groups accomplish this is by promoting 
beliefs and values to which group members are fi rmly 
committed. Such ideologies, or strongly held beliefs and 

values, are the cement of social structure.
Every culture contains ideologies. Some are religious, 

referring to things and events beyond the perception 
of the human senses. Others are more secular—that is, 
nonreligious and concerned with the everyday world. In 
the end, all ideologies rest on untestable ideas rooted in 
the basic values and assumptions of each culture.

Even though ideologies rest on such assumptions, 
however, their consequences are very real. Ideologies give 
direction and thrust to our social existence and meaning 

Marriage, the Family, and the Incest Taboo

All human societies regulate sexual behavior. Sexual 
mores vary enormously from one culture to another, 
but all cultures apparently share one basic value: 
sexual relations between parents and their children 
are to be avoided. (Th ere is evidence that some pri-
mates also avoid sexual relations between males and 
their mothers.) In most societies, it is also wrong for 
brothers and sisters to have sexual contact (nota-
ble exceptions being the brother–sister marriages 
among royal families in ancient Egypt and Hawaii and 
among the Incas of Peru). Sexual relations between 

family members is called incest, and because in most 
cultures very strong feelings of horror and revulsion are 
attached to incest, it is said to be forbidden by taboo. A 
taboo is the prohibition of a specifi c action.

Th e presence of the incest taboo means that indi-
viduals must seek socially acceptable sexual rela-
tionships outside their families. All cultures provide 
defi nitions of who is or is not an acceptable candidate 
for sexual contact. Th ey also provide for institutionalized 
marriages—ritualized means of publicly legitimizing 
sexual partnerships and the resulting children. Th us, 
the presence of the incest taboo and the institution of 
marriage result in the creation of families. Depending on 
who is allowed to marry—and how many spouses each 
person is allowed to have—the family will diff er from 
one culture to another.

However, the basic family unit consisting of husband, 
wife, and children (called the nuclear family) seems to 
be a recognized unit in almost every culture, and sexual 
relations among its members (other than between hus-
band and wife) are almost universally taboo. For one 
thing, this helps keep sexual jealousy under control. For 
another, it prevents the confusion of authority relation-
ships within the family. Perhaps most important, the 
incest taboo ensures that family off spring will marry 
into other families, thus re-creating in every generation a 
network of social bonds among families that knits them 
together into larger, more stable social groupings.

Rites of Passage

All cultures recognize stages through which individuals 
pass in the course of their lifetimes. Some of these stages 
are marked by biological events such as the start of 
menstruation in girls. However, most of these stages are 
quite arbitrary and culturally defi ned. All such stages—
whether or not corresponding to biological events—are 
meaningful only in terms of each group’s culture.

Rarely do individuals drift from one such stage to 
another; every culture has established rites of passage 
or standardized rituals marking major life transitions.

Th e most widespread—if not universal—rites of pas-
sage are those marking the arrival of puberty (often 
resulting in the individual’s taking on adult status), 
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Certain patterns of behavior, such as marriage, are found in 
every culture but take various forms. The marriage ceremony, 
for example, varies greatly among different cultures.
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Southern Afghanistan is a dangerous area where heav-
ily armed American troops move very carefully. A pla-
toon was forming a protective circle around Paula 
Loyd, a researcher who was interviewing villagers in 
a local market about the price of cooking fuel. Fuel 
price appears to be related to whether supply lines 
have been hijacked by the Taliban.

At the end of one interview, the man she was speak-
ing to thanked her profusely and then lit his jug of fuel 
on fi re and threw it on Loyd. Th e military quickly shot 
and killed the man. Loyd spent two months fi ghting 
for her life and died in January 2009.

In February 2007, the army launched the Human 
Terrain program after general David Petraeus became 
convinced that the military needed a better cultural 
understanding of life in Afghanistan. Under the Human 
Terrain program, social scientists embedded with 
combat brigades conduct research and provide cul-
tural information to military commanders and staff . 
U.S. commanders have been happy with the program 
and believe it has reduced combat operations by 60%.

No sooner had the Human Terrain program 
been launched than the American Anthropological 
Association announced that the program violates 
the group’s code of ethics. In February 2008, the 
Association voted to prohibit this type of research 

because it is not made public, does not protect the 
subjects from being forced to participate, and does not 
guarantee that the subjects will not be harmed.

Critics of the program fear that, no matter how 
noble the goal, such work for the military could inad-
vertently cause all researchers to be viewed as intelli-
gence gatherers who care little about the population.

When Paula Loyd joined the Human Terrain pro-
gram, she was well aware of the controversy surround-
ing it. Yet, she believed that when she was conducting 
interviews and writing reports about the local popu-
lation, she was acting as a social scientist, not as a 
soldier. Other researchers are skeptical that any use-
ful research could be done in such a hostile environ-
ment or that it is possible for the population to see the 
embedded social scientists as noncombatants.

Montgomery McFate, the Human Terrain pro-
gram’s senior social science adviser, dismissed 
criticism of scholars working with the military. “I’m 
frequently accused of militarizing anthropology,” she 
said. “But we’re really anthropologizing the military.”

Sources: David Rohde, “Army Enlists Anthropology in War 
Zones,” New York Times, October 5, 2007, pp. A1, A14; Farah 
Stockman, “Anthropologist’s War Death Reverberates,” 
Boston Globe, February 12, 2009.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Doing Research in a War Zone

to our lives. Th e power of ideologies to mold passion 
and behavior is well known. History is fi lled with both 
horrors and noble deeds people have performed in the 
name of some ideology: thirteenth-century Crusaders, 
fi fteenth-century Inquisitors, pro–states rights and 
pro-union forces in nineteenth-century America, aboli-
tionists, prohibitionists, trade unionists, Nazis and fas-
cists, communists, segregationists, civil rights activists, 
feminists, consumer activists, environmentalists. (For a 
discussion of ideological confl icts that can occur during 
military interventions, see “Sociology in Strange Places: 
Doing Research in a War Zone.”)

Th ese and countless other groups have marched 
behind their ideological banners, and, in the name of 
their ideologies, they have changed the world, often in 
major ways.

CULTURE AND INDIVIDUAL CHOICE ●

Very little human behavior is instinctual or biologically 
programmed. In the course of human evolution, genetic 
programming gradually was replaced by culture as the 

source of instructions about what to do, how to do it, 
and when it should be done. Th is means that humans 
have a great deal of individual freedom of action—more 
than any other creature.

However, as we have seen, individual choices are 
not entirely free. Simply by being born into a particular 
society with a particular culture, every human being 
is presented with a limited number of recognized or 
socially valued choices. Every society has means of 
training and social control that are brought to bear on 
each person, making it diffi  cult for individuals to act 
or even think in ways that deviate too far from their 
culture’s norms. To get along in society, people must 
keep their impulses under some control and express 
feelings and gratify needs in a socially approved man-
ner at a socially approved time. (See “How Sociologists 
Do It: Th e Confl ict between Being a Researcher and 
Being a Human Being.”) Th is means that humans inev-
itably feel somewhat dissatisfi ed, no matter to which 
group they belong. Coming to terms with this central 
truth about human existence is one of the great tasks 
of living.
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Sociologists and anthropologists are supposed 
to understand the importance of cultural relativ-
ism and realize that cultures must be studied and 
understood on their own terms before valid com-
parisons can be made. A researcher should avoid 
imposing his or her values on a people or interfer-
ing with a culture to such an extent that it moves 
away from its origins. Is this a realistic goal, or are 
we being overly idealistic when we think this can be 
accomplished?

Kenneth Good had to deal with these issues often 
when he studied the Yanomama. Th e Yanomama are 
approximately 10,000 South American Indians who 
live in 125 villages in southern Venezuela and north-
ern Brazil.

In terms of their material and technological 
 culture, the Yanomama stand out in their primi-
tiveness. Th ey have no system of numbers . . . 
they have not invented the wheel. Th ey know 
nothing of the art of metallurgy. Until recently 
they made fi re . . .[by] rubbing two sticks together. 
(Good, 1991)

Traditionally, the Yanomama do not wear clothing, 
but they paint red designs on their bodies. “Girls and 
women adorn their faces by inserting slender sticks 
through holes in the lower lip at either side of the 
mouth and in the middle, and through the pierced 
nasal septum.” Th eir lives are characterized by persis-
tent aggression among village members and perpetual 
warfare with other groups. Th ey engage in club fi ght-
ing, gang rape, and murder.

Good encountered many events that went against 
his cultural value system. One day, he saw two groups 
of tribes people having a tug of war.

But instead of pulling on a thick vine, they were 
pulling on a woman. . . . Her assailants on one 
side were three of the wilder teenage [boys]. 
Trying to pull her away from them were three 
elderly women. Th e tug of war went on for 10 
minutes or so while I watched, my blood rising 
as instinct told me to put a stop to it. . . . “What 
are they doing to her?” I asked. . . . “Th ey’re 
going to rape her,” came the answer as casually 

as if she had said, “Th ey’re going to have a 
picnic.”

With a concerted heave, the teenagers pulled her 
free. . . . Howling in victory, they ran down the 
trail, yanking her along. As they ran, they were 
joined by more shouting teenagers. I followed 
behind as the stampede bore her into the jungle.

I stood there, my heart pounding. I had no 
doubt I could scare these kids away. On the other 
hand, I was an anthropologist. I wasn’t supposed 
to take sides and make value judgments. Th is 
kind of thing went on. If a woman showed up 
somewhere unattached, chances were she’d be 
raped. She knew it, they knew it. It was expected 
behavior. What was I supposed to do, I thought, 
try to inject my standards of morality? I hadn’t 
come down here to change these people or 
because I thought I’d love everything they did; I’d 
come to study them.

So why was I standing there shaking with 
anger? Why was I thinking, “Come on, Ken, what’s 
wrong with you? Are you going to stand around 
with your  notebook in your hand and observe 
a gang rape in the name of anthropological sci-
ence?” . . . How could I live with a group of human 
beings and not be involved with them as a fellow 
human being?

Th at afternoon was a turning point for Good. About 
a month later, there was another woman-dragging 
episode.

After half an hour . . . one of the other men 
got fed up with the noise. . . . “Th at’s enough,” 
he said, picking up his arrows. “Th is is really 
annoying. I’m going to stab her; that will put 
a stop to it.” I watched as he walked up to the 
three of them with his arrows. He was really 
going to do it.

When I saw this, I yelled, “Don’t do that!” [He] 
stopped and looked around, surprised. Our eyes 
met, then he walked back to his hammock and 
put his arrows down. . . . I knew that I was not 
the same detached observer I had been before. 
(Good, 1991)

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

The Confl ict between Being a Researcher and Being a Human BeingT
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Good was scheduled to spend 15 months with the 
Yanomama. After this time passed, however, he did 
not leave. He stayed and learned to speak their lan-
guage and hunt fi sh and gather as they did. He learned 
what it meant to be a nomad.

Later, he was adopted into the lineage of the village 
and given a wife, Yarima, according to Yanomama cus-
tom and in keeping with the wishes of the tribal leader. 
Eventually, Yarima had a profound eff ect on him.

I’m in love. Unbelievable, intense emotion, almost 
all the time. In the morning when she gets up to 
start the day, when I see her come in from the 
gardens with a basket of plantains, especially 
when we make love. Sure it’s universal, except 
that being in love in Yanomama culture with a 
Yanomama girl is diff erent, a diff erent game, dif-
ferent rules.

In my wildest dreams it had never occurred 
to me to marry an Indian woman in the Amazon 
jungle. I was from suburban Philadelphia. I had 
no intention of going native. . . . Th at was what 
I had come to, after all these years of struggling 
to fi t into the Yanomama world, to speak their 
language fl uently, to grasp their way of life from 
the inside. My original purpose—to observe and 

analyze this people . . . had slowly merged with 
something far more personal.

Eventually, Kenneth Good brought Yarima out of 
the Amazon jungle to the United States, where she 
lived from 1988 to 1993. Yarima had never seen fl at 
cleared land, much less houses and cars. She had never 
worn clothes or walked in shoes.

Th ey had three children. On a trip back to the Yano-
mama as part of a National Geographic documentary, 
Yarima decided to remain. Good was horrifi ed and 
went back to the United States.

Good’s last attempt to persuade his wife to rejoin 
him in the West nearly succeeded. Lengthy negotia-
tions were held with Yarima’s brother, and she even-
tually agreed to accompany Good to a jungle landing 
strip where a plane was waiting to fl y them out. At the 
last minute, she decided she could not do it and ran 
back into the jungle.

Kenneth Good returned to New Jersey, where he 
lives with their three children. Was Good doing valu-
able research, or did he impose his values on another 
culture?

Sources: Kenneth Good with D. Chanoff , Into the Heart, New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1991; and an interview with David 
Chanoff , July 1994.

This Yanomami woman is having her face decorated for an upcoming celebration.
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SUMMARY ■

All human societies have complex ways of life that • 
diff er greatly from one to the other.

Each society has its own unique blueprint for living, • 
or culture.

Culture consists of all that human beings learn to do, • 
to use, to produce, to know, and to believe as they 
grow to maturity and live out their lives in the social 
groups to which they belong.

Humans are remarkably unspecialized; culture allows • 
us to adapt quickly and fl exibly to the challenges of 
our environment.

Sociologists view culture as having two major • 
components: material culture, and nonmaterial 
culture.

Language and the production of tools are central • 
elements of culture. Evidence exists that animals 
engage, or can be taught to engage, in both of these 
activities. Th is does not mean that they have culture. 
Humans have refi ned culture to a far greater degree 
than other animals and are far more dependent on it 
for their existence.

Every social group has its own complete culture.• 
Sociologists use the term • subculture to refer to the 
distinctive lifestyles, values, norms, and beliefs 
associated with certain segments of the population 
within a society. Types of subcultures include ethnic, 
occupational, religious, political, geographical, 
social class, and deviant subcultures.

People in all societies must confront and resolve • 
certain common, basic problems. Cultural 

universals are certain models or patterns that 
have developed in all cultures to resolve com-
mon problems. Among them are the division of 
labor, the incest taboo, marriage, family organiza-
tion, rites of passage, and ideology. Although the 
forms are universal, the content is unique to each 
culture.

By dividing the responsibility for completing neces-• 
sary tasks among their members, societies create a 
division of labor.

Every culture has established rites of passage, • 
standardized rituals marking major life transitions. 
Ideologies, or strongly held beliefs and values, are 
the cement of social structure in that they help a 
group maintain its identity as a social unit.

Due to a lack of instinctual or biological program-• 
ming, humans have a great deal of fl exibility and 
choice in their activities. Individual freedom of 
action is limited, however, by the existing culture.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER THREE STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation presented below.

a . Culture j. Ideal norms s. Real norms
b. Culture shock k. Real norms t. Ideal norms
c . Ethnocentrism l. Values u. Selectivity
d. Cultural relativism m. Sapir-Whorf hypothesis v. Symbol
e . Material culture n. Diffusion w. Cultural universals
f . Nonmaterial culture o. Reformulation x. Taboo
g. Norms p. Cultural lag y. Rites of passage
h . Mores q. Subculture z. Ideology
i  . Folkways r. Rites of passage

     1. Strongly held norms that usually have important moral implications
     2. The confl ict between cultural ideas and new patterns of behavior, especially those that arise be-

cause of technological innovation
     3. Expectations of what people should do under perfect conditions
     4. A pattern for living shared by the members of a society
     5. The physical objects human beings make and use
     6. Rules, often unwritten, for everyday behavior
     7. The movement of cultural traits from one culture to another
     8. Standardized rituals marking major life transitions
     9. Judging another culture by standards of one’s own culture
     10. The ideas—knowledge, beliefs, values, and rules for appropriate behavior—shared by members 

of society
     11. The modifi cation of cultural trait adopted from another culture so that it fi ts better with one’s own
     12. Withholding judgment and seeking to understand other societies on their own terms
     13. Norms or customs that permit a wide degree of individual interpretation
     14. The diffi culty people have adjusting to a new culture that differs markedly from their own
     15. The distinctive lifestyle or culture of certain segments of the population within a society
     16. Shared ideas of what is better
     17. Norms that are expressed with qualifi cations and allowances for differences in individual 

 behavior
     18. The language a person uses shapes his or her perception of reality
     19. Strongly held but untestable ideas, shared by members of a society, that uphold the basis of 

that society
     20. Something that represents something else and whose meaning is understood by the members 

of a culture
     21. Expectations of what people would do under ideal conditions
     22. Rules that allow for differences in individual behavior and describe the way people actually 

 behave
     23. Rituals that mark the transition from one stage of life to another
     24. The process by which a culture emphasizes some aspects of reality and ignores others
     25. A very strongly held prohibition against some specifi c action
     26. Patterns or models that all cultures have developed in all cultures to resolve common problems.
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Central Idea Completions ●

Following the instructions, fi ll in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions 
posed in the following section.

1. Cell phones are a fairly recent phenomenon. The friction over their use indicates some cultural lag as 
people try to apply pre-cellular norms. Do norms of cell phone use differ among groups? In some par-
ticular situation, what values does cell phone use contradict? What values support cell phone use? How 
do you think norms will change in response to cellular technology with its capacity for conversation, 
internet access, pictures, text messages, and so on?

a. Norm difference ____________________________________________________________________________

b. Values that confl ict with cell phone use _______________________________________________________

c. Values that support cell phone use ____________________________________________________________

d. Likely change in norms ______________________________________________________________________

2. Is there a youth culture in the United States? What differences in values and norms are there between 
younger people (14–25) and people 20 or more years older?

a. Differences in norms ________________________________________________________________________

b. Differences in values  _______________________________________________________________________

3. What subcultures exist at your school? How do norms and values differ among these subcultures?

4. In recent years, some African cultures have been criticized for practicing female circumcision (the surgi-
cal removal of some of the labia or clitoris). Describe both the ethnocentric and cultural relativist reac-
tion to this practice.

a. Ethnocentrism  _____________________________________________________________________________

b. Cultural relativism  __________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Tischler discusses the concepts of ideal and real norms in education in Kazakhstan. How do the 
 concepts of ideal and real norms apply at your college or university?

2. Refer to the reading on Controversies in Sociology and discuss the question of whether a culture clash 
exists between the United States and Saudi Arabia.

3. In American politics, people often refer to culture wars, and cultural differences between red states 
and blue states. What values seem to be in dispute in these “wars”? How do these values affect what 
people actually do?
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Internet Activity ●

The World Values Survey at http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ has a chart showing the location of coun-
tries on two broad dimensions, traditional-secular and survival–self-expression. It also tracks changes in 
happiness in several countries.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. h; 2. p; 3. j; 4. a; 5. e; 6. g; 7. n; 8. r; 9. c; 10. f; 11. o; 12. d; 13. i; 14. b; 15. q; 16. l; 17. k;
18. m; 19. z; 20. v; 21. t; 22. s; 23. y; 24. u; 25. x; 26. w

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/
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During boot camp, the Marine Corps attempts to 
sever a recruit’s ties to his or her private life to facilitate 
a process of socialization to the military culture. By the 
time it is over, the Marines come to see themselves as 
diff erent from society morally and culturally. Th e boot 
camp experience has modifi ed their previous years of 
socialization enough that they now feel most comfort-
able with others who are also part of that culture.

Th e process of socialization begins at birth. A baby 
is helpless. It cannot walk or talk. Somebody has to take 
care of its every need. How does the baby get the care it 
needs? It smiles, makes sounds, and does cute things. 
Th e baby is developing social skills that are at the heart 
of what makes us human. Th rough its ability to get the 
attention and care of its mother and others, the baby pro-
motes many of the behaviors and emotions that we prize 
in ourselves and that often distinguish us from animals.

Human babies are dependent for such a long time 
that humans had to develop a model of child-rearing 
that was diff erent from the apes. Chimpanzee and 
gorilla mothers are capable of rearing their off spring 
pretty much through their own powers, but human 
mothers are not. To raise a child, many people need to 
be involved. Th e adults need to cooperate, and the baby 
needs to respond and interact with them. An elaborate 
social network needs to develop.

Th is process of social interaction that teaches the 

child the intellectual, physical, and social skills needed to 

function as a member of society is called socialization. 
Th rough socialization experiences, children learn the 
culture of the society into which they have been born. 
In the course of this process, each child slowly acquires 
a personality—that is, the patterns of behavior and ways 

of thinking and feeling that are distinctive for each individ-

ual. Contrary to popular wisdom, nobody is a born sales-
person, criminal, or military offi  cer. Th ese things all are 
learned and modifi ed as part of the socialization process.

BECOMING A PERSON: BIOLOGY  ●
AND CULTURE

Every human being is born with a set of genes, inherited 

units of biological material. Half are inherited from the 
mother, half from the father. No two people except iden-
tical twins have exactly the same genes. Genes are made 
up of complicated chemical substances, and a full set of 
genes is found in every body cell. Th e Human Genome 
Project has found that humans have about 30,000 
genes—barely twice the number of a fruit fl y.

Genes infl uence the chemical processes in our bodies 
and even control some of these processes completely. For 
example, such things as blood type, the ability to taste 
the presence of certain chemicals, and some people’s 
inability to distinguish certain shades of green and red 
are completely under the control of genes. Most of our 
body processes, however, are not controlled solely by 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Discuss how biology and socialization contribute to  ◗

the formation of the individual.

Know what sociobiology is. ◗

Explain how extreme social deprivation affects early  ◗

childhood development.

Identify the stages of cognitive and moral  ◗

development.

Explain the views of the self developed by Cooley,  ◗

Mead, and Freud.

Understand Erikson’s stage model of lifelong  ◗

socialization.

Explain how family, schools, peer groups, and the  ◗

mass media contribute to childhood socialization.

Know how adult socialization and resocialization differ  ◗

from primary socialization.

It had been only 11 weeks since the recruits started 
Marine boot camp training at Parris Island, South 
Carolina, but now, as many revisited civilian society, they 
felt alienated from their past lives. To Patrick Bayton, 
“Everything feels diff erent. I can’t stand half my friends.” 
Frank Demarco attended a street fair in Bayonne, New 
Jersey. “It was crowded. Trash everywhere. People were 
drinking, getting into fi ghts. No politeness whatsoever. 
Th is is the way civilian life is—nasty.”

As the son of a Wall Street executive, Daniel Keane 
came from a privileged background. When he came 
home to spend some time with his family, he said, “I 
didn’t know how to act. I didn’t know how to carry on a 
conversation.” He found it even more diffi  cult being with 
his friends. Th ey were “drinking, acting stupid and loud.” 
He was particularly disappointed when two old friends 
refused to postpone smoking marijuana for a few min-
utes until he was away from them. “I was disappointed 
in them doing that. It made me want to be at SOI [the 
Marines’ School of Infantry].”

Keane felt like he had joined a cult or a religion. 
“People don’t understand,” he said, “and I’m not going 
to waste my breath trying to explain when the only 
thing that really impresses them is how much beer you 
can chug down in 30 seconds.” Military ideology disap-
proves of the lack of order and respect for authority that 
it believes characterizes civilian society. As Sergeant 
Major James Moore pointed out, “It is diffi  cult to go back 
into a society of ‘What’s in it for me?’ when a Marine has 
been taught the opposite for so long” (Ricks, 1997).
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genes but are the result of the interaction of genes and 
the environment (physical, social, and cultural). Th us, 
how tall you are depends on the genes that control the 
growth of your legs, trunk, neck, and head as well as the 
amount of protein, vitamins, and minerals you consume 
in your diet. Genes help determine your blood pressure, 
but so do the amount of salt in your diet, the frequency 
with which you exercise, and the amount of stress under 
which you live.

Nature versus Nurture: A False Debate

For more than a century, sociologists, educators, and 
psychologists have argued about which is more impor-
tant in determining a person’s qualities: inherited 
characteristics (nature) or socialization experiences 
(nurture). After Charles Darwin (1809–1882) published 
On the Origin of Species in 1859, human beings were 
seen to be a species similar to all the others in the ani-
mal kingdom. Because most animal behavior seemed 
to the scholars of that time to be governed by inherited 
factors, they reasoned that human behavior similarly 
must be determined by instincts—biologically inherited 
patterns of complex behavior. Instincts were seen to lie 
at the base of all aspects of human behavior, and even-
tually, researchers cataloged more than 10,000 human 
instincts (Bernard, 1924).

Th en, at the turn of the century, a Russian scientist 
named Ivan Pavlov (1849–1936) made a startling discov-
ery. He found that if a bell were rung just before dogs 
were fed, eventually they would begin to salivate at the 
ringing of the bell itself, even when no food was served. 
Th e conclusion was inescapable: So-called instinctive 

behavior could be molded or, as Pavlov (1927) put it, 
conditioned through a series of repeated experiences 
linking a desired reaction with a particular object or 
event. Dogs could be taught to salivate.

Pavlov’s work quickly became the foundation on 
which a new view of human beings was built, one that 
stressed their infi nite capacity to learn and be molded. 
Th e American psychologist, John B. Watson (1878–1958), 
taught a little boy to be afraid of a rabbit by startling him 
with a loud noise every time he was allowed to see the 
rabbit. What he had done was link a certain reaction 
( fear) with an object (the rabbit) through the repetition 
of the experience. Watson eventually claimed that if he 
were given complete control over the environment of 
a dozen healthy infants, he could train each one to be 
whatever he wished—“doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant, 
even beggar or thief ” (Watson, 1925). Among certain 
psychologists, conditioning became the means through 
which they explained human behavior.

Sociologists believe humans are unique because they 
are the only life form able to accumulate knowledge, 
improve on it, and pass it on to the next generation. 
Human society would not be able to advance without 
this ability. Th is fact has made it possible for humans to 
develop societies throughout the world in a wide vari-
ety of climates and settings. Genes alone do not make 
this possible, but the accumulated knowledge from oth-
ers in the community does (Richerson and Boyd, 2004). 
(For a discussion of how much of gender is determined 
by socialization, see “Sociology in Strange Places: Can 
Socialization Make a Boy into a Girl?”)

Sociobiology

Th e debate over nature versus nurture took a diff er-
ent turn when Edward O. Wilson published his book, 
Sociobiology: Th e New Synthesis (1975). Th e discipline 
of sociobiology, also known as evolutionary psychology 
or human behavioral ecology, uses biological principles 
to explain the behavior of all social beings, both animal 
and human.

Th e study of the biological basis of social behavior in 
animals had long been accepted by biologists. Wilson, 
in the twenty-seventh and fi nal chapter of Sociobiology, 
applied the theories of sociobiology to human beings.

According to Wilson (1975), certain behavioral traits 
are inherited due to the process of natural selection, and 
they help humans survive. Th ese traits commonly are 
called human nature and include the division of labor 
between the sexes, bonding between parents and chil-
dren, heightened altruism toward closest kin, incest 
avoidance, suspicion of strangers, dominance orders 
within groups, male dominance overall, and territorial 
aggression over limited resources. Although people have 
free will, our genes make certain behaviors more likely 
than others. Although cultures can vary, they all begin to 
lean in certain common directions.

The process of socialization begins at birth and teaches the 
child the social skills needed to become a member of society.
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In the 1950s and 1960s, social scientists believed that 
even though male and female children had diff erent 
genitals they were born neutral as far as their social-
ization to gender was concerned. One of the main pro-
ponents of this view was Dr. John Money.

In 1963, two healthy twin boys were born. Seven 
months later, the twin named David Reimer lost his 
entire penis in a botched circumcision. As a result 
of the irreparable injury, his parents took him to the 
renowned Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. Th ere, 
Dr. Money persuaded the parents to allow their son 
to have a surgical sex change. Th e process involved 
genital surgery, followed by a 12-year program of 
social, mental, and hormonal therapy to complete the 
metamorphosis.

Th e case was reported in the medical literature 
as an unqualifi ed success. In 1973, Time magazine 
reported that the case “provides strong support . . . 
that conventional patterns of masculine and feminine 
behavior can be altered. It also casts doubt on the 
theory that major sex diff erences, psychological as 
well as anatomical, are immutably set by the genes 
at conception.” For 20 years, this case was cited in 
numerous sociology, psychology, and human sexual-
ity textbooks. Researchers on these topics used the 
case as proof that gender is very much the product 
of socialization and that if intervention occurs early 
enough, a child may be raised in a gender that is diff er-
ent from that with which he or she was born. As Money 
noted, “the gender identity gate is open at birth. . . . [I]t
stays open at least for something over a year.” Th e 
case also served as a model of how to treat infants 
with ambiguous genitalia. Many biological boys had 
operations that turned them into girls, and many girls 
had procedures that turned them into boys.

Th e one dissenting voice during this period was 
Milton Diamond, a young graduate student at the 
University of Kansas. Diamond was not convinced that 
there was any reason to believe John Money’s theory 
of psychosexual neutrality in children. He published 
an article on the topic, and then he contacted Money 
and off ered to do a joint study with him. Money, a 
respected researcher, saw no reason to pay any atten-
tion to the unknown Diamond.

It now appears that Diamond was correct and 
Money woefully misguided. Th e view that gender can 
be changed through socialization and surgery appears 
to be decidedly wrong. After further investigation, it 
turned out that the twin David never adjusted to being 
a girl. He steadfastly refused to grow into a woman and 
stopped taking the estrogen pills that were prescribed 
for him at age 12. David also refused to undergo addi-
tional surgery that the physicians tried to persuade 
him he needed to fully become a woman. At 14 he 
found other physicians who were sympathetic to his 
plight. He underwent a double mastectomy and a 
phalloplasty and began a regimen of male hormones. 
He refused to ever return to Johns Hopkins University 
where the original diagnosis and surgery had taken 
place. After David’s return to the male gender identity, 
he felt that his attitudes, behavior, and body were once 
again united. At 25, David married a woman several 
years older and adopted her children. He died at an 
early age.

Many of the people who received these gender-
changing operations in early life because of the gender-
neutral hypothesis have experienced diffi  culties. Th ey 
have formed support groups, and some have under-
gone surgery to reverse the process. Physicians now 
reject John Money’s views on gender identity and no 
longer treat infants with ambiguous genitalia the way 
they did 35 years ago.

Th e current thinking is people are not gender neu-
tral at birth and that we are predisposed to be male or 
female. Gender is part of a complex mixture of nature 
and nurture.

Sources: J. Colapinto, As Nature Made Him (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2000); M. Diamond and H. K. Sigmundson, 
“Sex Reassignment at Birth: A Long Term Review and Clinical 
Implications,” Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine, 
151 (March 1997): 298–304; Claudia Dreifus, “Declaring with 
Clarity, When Gender Is Ambiguous,” New York Times, May 
31, 2005; J. Money and P. Tucker, Sexual Signatures: On Being 

a Man or Woman (Boston: Little, Brown, 1975); C. Holden, 
“Changing Sex Is Hard to Do,” Science 275, no. 5307 (March 
1997): 1745; John Colapinto, “Gender Gap: What Were the 
Real Reasons behind David Reimer’s suicide?” Slate.com, 
June 3, 2004, http://www.slate.com/id/2101678/.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Can Socialization Make a Boy into a Girl?

When an especially harsh and prolonged winter 
leaves an Inuit (Eskimo) family without food supplies, 
the family must break camp and quickly fi nd a new site 
to survive. Frequently, an elderly member of the family, 
often a grandmother, who might slow down the others 

and require some of the scarce food, will stay behind 
and face certain death. Wilson (1975, 1979) saw this as 
an example of altruism, which ultimately might have a 
biological component. In sacrifi cing her own life, the 
grandmother is improving her kin’s chances of survival. 

http://www.slate.com/id/2101678/
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conditioned from earliest childhood to the possibility 
and the appropriateness of this choice. Th ey grew up 
hearing the songs and stories that praised the elders 
who stayed behind. Such self-sacrifi cing elders were the 
greatest heroes of the clan. Families whose elders rose to 
such an occasion survived to celebrate the self-sacrifi ce, 
but those families without self-sacrifi cing elders died 
out.

Wilson made several major concessions to Gould’s 
viewpoint, acknowledging that among human beings, 
“the intensity and form of altruistic acts are to a large 
extent culturally determined” and that “human social 
evolution is obviously more cultural than genetic.” He 
also left the door open to free will, admitting that even 
though our genetic coding may have a major infl uence, 
we still have the ability to choose an appropriate course 
of action (Wilson, 1978). However, Wilson insisted, 
“history did not begin 10,000 years ago. . . . [B]iologi-
cal history made us what we are no less than  culture” 
(1994).

Gould conceded that human behavior has a biologi-
cal, or genetic, base. He distinguished, however, between 
genetic determinism (the sociobiological viewpoint) and 
genetic potential. What the genes prescribe is not neces-
sarily a particular behavior but rather the capacity for 
developing certain behaviors. Although the total array of 
human possibilities is inherited, which of these numer-
ous possibilities a particular person displays depends on 
his or her experience in the culture.

In later years, two similar research fi elds grew out of 
sociobiology: human behavioral ecology and evolution-
ary psychology. Both disciplines try to understand con-
temporary human behavior by referring to evolutionary 
developments. As with sociobiology, both approaches 
are still the cause of much debate.

Some of the opposition to these fi elds is related to the 
nature versus nurture debate. Biology is about nature; 
culture is about nurture. Critics of evolutionary theories 
can explain genetically determined behaviors but not 
behaviors that are culturally learned. As most human 
behavior is learned, skeptics believe little is to be gained 
from sociobiology, human behavioral ecology, or evolu-
tionary psychology (Richerson and Boyd, 2004).

Th e debate over the relative contribution of nature 
and nature continues. Probably the best way to think 
about the infl uence of genes is to compare them to a 
recipe, one in which the ingredients are infl uenced by 
the environment. Some traits are more sensitive to 
environmental infl uence than others. However, just as 
a winter snowfall is the result of both the temperature 
and the moisture in the air, so must the human organ-
ism and human behavior be understood in terms of 
both genetic inheritance and the eff ects of environment. 
Nurture—that is, the entire socialization experience—is 
as essential a part of human nature as are our genes. It is 
from the interplay between genes and the environment 
that each human being emerges (Fisher, 1994).

She already has made her productive contribution to the 
family. Now the younger members of the family must 
survive to ensure the continuation of the family and its 
genes into future generations.

Wilson concluded that behavior can be explained in 
terms of the ways in which individuals act to increase 
the probability that their genes and the genes of their 
close relatives will be passed on to the next generation. 
For example, studies of mating strategies in 37 coun-
tries show that men and women consistently respond 
diff erently to questions about what they look for in 
their romantic and sexual partners. Men value physical 
appearance more than women do, and women weigh 
status and income more than men do. Men’s ideal mates 
are a few years younger than they are on average, and 
women’s a few years older (Buss, 1994). Th e men are look-
ing for healthy women to bear their children, whereas 
women are looking for mature, responsible men who 
will not abandon them.

Until the publication of Wilson’s book, the prevailing 
view in the social sciences had been that there was no 
biologically based human nature, that human behavior 
is almost entirely sociocultural in origin, and therefore 
that genes play little or no role in social behavior. Wilson 
took the opposite position, proposing that human 
behavior cannot be understood without biology (1994). 
Proponents of sociobiology believe that social science 
one day will be a mere subdivision of biology.

Critics saw sociobiology as not just intellectu-
ally fl awed but also morally wrong. If human nature is 
rooted in heredity, they suggested, then some forms of 
social behavior probably cannot be changed. Tribalism 
and gender diff erences could be judged as unavoidable 
and class diff erences and war in some manner as natu-
ral. People could also argue that some racial or ethnic 
groups diff er irreversibly in personal abilities and emo-
tional attributes. Some people could have inborn math-
ematical genius, others a bent toward criminal behavior 
(Wilson, 1994).

Th e furor over sociobiology was so strong that the 
American Anthropological Association attempted to 
pass a resolution to censure sociobiology. Only a pas-
sionate speech by noted anthropologist Margaret Mead 
defeated the motion (Fisher, 1994).

Within Wilson’s own department at Harvard 
University, his chair, Richard Lewontin, and another 
department member, Stephen Jay Gould, formed the 
Sociobiology Study Group to publicly denounce Wilson’s 
ideas. Wilson needed bodyguards and was publicly 
attacked at academic conferences.

Stephen Jay Gould (1976) proposed another, equally 
plausible scenario, one that discounts the existence of a 
particular gene programmed for altruism. He perceived 
the grandmother’s sacrifi ce as an adaptive cultural trait. 
(It is widely acknowledged that culture is a major adap-
tive mechanism for humans.) Gould suggested that the 
elders remain behind because they have been socially 
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of authorities in California in 1970. Genie’s nearly blind 
mother went to the California social welfare offi  ces look-
ing for help for herself, not for Genie. Th e social worker 
noticed that the child was small, looked “withered,” and 
had “a halting gait and an unnaturally stooped posture.” 
Th e worker alerted her supervisor to what she thought 
was an unreported case of autism in a child estimated to 
be six or seven years old.

Genie was actually 13   1 __ 
2
   years old, weighed only 59 

pounds, and was only 54 inches tall. She could not focus 
her eyes beyond 12 feet, could not chew solid food, 
showed no perception of hot and cold, and could not talk. 
Her condition was due to her father, who throughout her 
whole life had confi ned Genie to a small bedroom, har-
nessed to an infant’s potty seat. Genie was left to sit in 
the harness, unable to move anything except her fi ngers 
and hands, feet and toes, hour after hour, day after day, 
month after month, year after year (Rhymer, 1993).

When Genie was hospitalized, she was unsocialized, 
severely malnourished, unable to speak or even to stand 
upright. After four years in a caring environment, Genie 
had learned some social skills, was able to take a bus to 
school, had begun to express some feelings toward oth-
ers, and had achieved the intellectual development of a 
nine-year-old. Th ere were still, however, serious prob-
lems with her language development that could not 
be corrected, no matter how involved the instruction 
(Curtiss, 1977). Today Genie is in her fi fties and lives in 
an adult care facility.

Another example of a child being deprived of proper 
care and socialization is Oxana Malaya. Oxana spent 
much of her childhood between the ages of three and 
eight living in a kennel with dogs in the back garden of 
the family home in the Ukraine. On some occasions, she 
would be allowed in the house with her alcoholic par-
ents, but most of her time was spent with the dogs. With 

Deprivation and Development

Some unusual events and interesting research indicate 
that human infants need more than just food and shel-
ter if they are to function eff ectively as social creatures.

Extreme Childhood Deprivation Only a few recorded 
cases exist of human beings who have grown up with-
out any real contact with other humans. One such case 
was found in January 1800, when hunters in Aveyron, 
in southern France, captured a boy who was running 
naked through the forest. He seemed to be about eleven 
years old and apparently had been living alone in the for-
est for at least fi ve or six years. He appeared to be thor-
oughly wild and subsequently was exhibited in a cage, 
from which he managed to escape several times. Finally, 
he was examined by “experts” who found him to be an 
incurable “idiot” and placed him in an institute for deaf-
mutes.

A young doctor, Jean-Marc Itard, thought diff erently, 
however. After close observation, he discovered that the 
boy was not deaf, mute, or an idiot. Itard believed that 
the boy’s wild behavior, lack of speech, highly developed 
sense of smell, and poor visual attention span all were 
the result of having been deprived of human contact. 
It appeared that the crucial socialization provided by 
a family had been denied him. Th ough human, the boy 
had learned little about how to live with other people. 
Itard took the boy into his house, named him Victor, and 
tried to socialize him. He had little success. Although 
Victor slowly learned to wear clothes, to speak and write 
a few simple words, and to eat with a knife and fork, he 
ignored human voices unless they were associated with 
food and developed no relationships with people other 
than Itard and the housekeeper who cared for him. He 
died at the age of 40 (Itard, 1932; Shattuck, 1980).

Another sad case concerns a girl named Anna who 
grew up in the 1930s and had the misfortune of being 
born illegitimately to the daughter of an extremely 
disapproving family. Her mother tried to place Anna 
with foster parents, was unable to do so, and therefore 
brought her home. To quiet the family’s harsh criticisms, 
the young mother hid Anna away in a room in the attic, 
where she could be out of sight and even forgotten by the 
family. Anna remained there for almost six years, ignored 
by the whole family, including her mother, who did the 
very minimum to keep her alive. Finally, Anna was dis-
covered by social workers. Th e 6-year-old girl was unable 
to sit up, to walk, or to talk. In fact, she was so withdrawn 
from human beings that at fi rst she appeared to be 
deaf, mute, and brain damaged. However, after she was 
placed in a special school, Anna did learn to communi-
cate somewhat, to walk (awkwardly), to care for herself, 
and even to play with other children. Unfortunately, she 
died at the age of 10 (Davis, 1940).

Another case of extreme childhood isolation was 
that of a girl named Genie who came to the attention 

Children raised in extreme isolation have encountered severe 
and often permanently impaired socialization.
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apparently suff er permanent damage, although human 
beings do seem to be somewhat more adaptable than 
were the rhesus monkeys Harlow studied.

Infants in Institutions Studies of infants and young chil-
dren in institutions confi rm the view that human beings’ 
developmental needs include more than the mere provi-
sion of food and shelter. Psychologist Rene Spitz (1945) 
visited orphanages in Europe and found that in those 
dormitories, where children were given routine care but 
otherwise were ignored, they were slow to develop and 
were withdrawn and sickly. Th ese children’s needs for 
social attachment were not met.

With the fall of the former Soviet Union, people in 
the West became aware of the conditions in eastern 
European orphanages. In many of these orphanages, no 
consistent, responsive care giving was provided. Children 
had several caregivers each, which prevented close indi-
vidual attention from someone who knew the child. Th e 
children received little contact due to understaffi  ng and 
uninformed or disinterested caregivers. Often, the rooms 
had no toys or other objects for mental stimulation. 
Because malnutrition was common in eastern European 
culture, many times the malnourished staff  would con-
sume food meant for the children. Frequently, children 
were not spoken to or called by their names and were left 
in bed for hours without any attention. Th ere was very 
little attempt to provide physical, mental, or emotional 
stimulation for these children.

Children from these experiences usually displayed an 
attachment disorder—they were unable to trust people 

and to form relationships with others. Many people who 
adopted children from these settings and thought that 
“love was all the children needed” to overcome these 
early experiences discovered that extensive treatment 
was necessary for these children to ever become nor-
mally functioning adults (Doolittle, 1995).

It appears clear that human infants need more than 
just food and shelter if they are to grow and develop prop-
erly. Every human infant needs frequent contact with oth-
ers who demonstrate aff ection, who respond to attempts 
to interact, and who themselves initiate interactions 
with the child. Infants also need contact with people who 
fi nd ways to interest them in their surroundings and who 
teach them the physical and social skills and knowledge 
they need to function. In addition, to develop normally, 
children need to be taught the culture of their society—to 
be socialized into the world of social relations and sym-
bols that are the foundation of the human experience.

The Concept of Self

Every individual comes to possess a social identity by 
occupying statuses—culturally and socially defi ned 

positions—in the course of his or her socialization.
Th is social identity changes as the person moves 

through the various stages of childhood and adulthood 

dogs as her constant companions, she growled, barked, 
and crouched like a wild dog, smelled her food before 
she ate it, and was found to have acquired extremely 
acute senses of hearing, smell, and sight.

When her situation came to light in 1991, when she 
was eight, she could hardly speak. She has acquired some 
language, but her communication with others is limited. 
It appears she missed some of the critical periods for 
normal language development. She lives in a home for 
the mentally disabled (Feralchildren.com).

Th ese examples of extreme childhood isolation 
point to the fact that none of the behavior we think 
of as typically human arises spontaneously. Humans 
must be taught to stand up, to walk, to talk, even to 
think. Human infants must develop social attach-

ments they must learn to have meaningful interactions 

and aff ectionate bonds with others. Th is seems to be 
a basic need of all primates, as the research by Harry 
F. Harlow shows.

In a series of experiments with rhesus monkeys, 
Harlow and his coworkers demonstrated the importance 
of body contact in social development (Harlow, 1959; 
Harlow and Harlow, 1962). In one experiment, infant 
monkeys were taken from their mothers and placed in 
cages where they were raised in isolation from other 
monkeys. Each cage contained two substitute mothers: 
One was made of hard wire and contained a feeding bot-
tle; the other was covered with soft terry cloth but did not 
have a bottle. Surprisingly, the baby monkeys spent much 
more time clinging to the cloth mothers than to the wire 
mothers, even though they received no food at all from 
the cloth mothers. Apparently, the need to cling to and 
to cuddle against even this meager substitute for a real 
mother was more important to them than being fed.

Other experiments with monkeys have confi rmed 
the importance of social contact in behavior. Monkeys 
raised in isolation never learn how to interact with other 
monkeys or even how to mate. If placed in a cage with 
other monkeys, those who were raised in isolation either 
withdraw or become violent and aggressive, threatening, 
biting, and scratching the others.

Female monkeys who are raised without aff ec-
tion make wretched mothers themselves. After being 
impregnated artifi cially and giving birth, such monkeys 
either ignore their infants or display a pattern of behav-
ior described by Harlow as “ghastly.”

As with all animal studies, we must be very cautious 
in drawing inferences for human behavior. After all, we 
are not monkeys. Yet Harlow’s experiments show that 
without socialization, monkeys do not develop normal 
social, emotional, sexual, or maternal behavior. Because 
human beings rely on learning even more than monkeys 
do, it is likely that the same is true of us.

It is obvious that the human organism needs to 
acquire culture to be complete; it is very diffi  cult, if not 
impossible, for children who have been isolated from 
other people from infancy onward to catch up. Th ey 
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to a party for the opening of a new art gallery. Well, as 
far back as I can remember, I always enjoyed art, and I 
happen to know someone who works here.”) (see Cooley, 
1909; Erikson, 1964; Gardner, 1978; Mead, 1935).

Dimensions of Human Development

Clearly, the development of the self is a complicated pro-
cess. It involves many interacting factors, including the 
acquisition of language and the ability to use symbols. 
Th ree dimensions of human development are tied to 
the emergence of the self: cognitive development, moral 
development, and gender identity.

recognized by the society. New statuses are occupied; old 
ones are abandoned. Picture a teenage girl who volunteers 
as a candy striper in a community hospital. She leaves 
that position to attend college, joins a sorority, becomes 
a premedical major, and graduates. She goes to medical 
school, completes a residency, becomes engaged, and 
then enters a program for specialized training in surgery. 
Perhaps she marries; possibly she has a child. All along 
the way, she is moving through diff erent social identities, 
often assuming several at once. When, many years later, 
she returns to the hospital where she was a teenage vol-
unteer, she will have an entirely new social identity: adult 
woman, surgeon, wife (perhaps), mother (possibly).

Th is description of the developing girl is the view from 
the outside, the way other members of the society expe-
rience her social transitions or what sociologists would 
call changes in her social identity. A social identity is 
the total of all the statuses that defi ne an individual. But 
what of the girl herself? How does this human being who 
is growing and developing physically, emotionally, intel-
lectually, and socially experience these changes? Is there 
something constant about a person’s experience that 
allows one to say, “I am that changing person—changing, 
but yet somehow the same individual?” In other words, 
do all human beings have personal identities separate 
from their social identities? Most social scientists believe 
that the answer is yes. Th is changing yet enduring personal 

identity is called the self.
Th e self develops when the individual becomes aware 

of his or her feelings, thoughts, and behaviors as sepa-
rate and distinct from those of other people. Th is usually 
happens at a young age, when children begin to realize 
that they have their own history, habits, and needs and 
begin to imagine how these might appear to others. By 
adulthood, the concept of self is developed fully. Most 
researchers would agree that the concept of self includes 
(1) an awareness of the existence, appearance, and 
boundaries of one’s own body (you are walking among 
the other members of the crowd, dressed appropriately 
for the occasion, and trying to avoid bumping into peo-
ple as you chat); (2) the ability to refer to one’s own being 
by using language and other symbols (“Hi, as you can see 
from my name tag, I’m Harry Hernandez from Gonzales, 
Texas.”); (3) knowledge of one’s personal history (“Yup, I 
grew up in Gonzales. My folks own a small farm there, 
and since I was a small boy I’ve wanted to study farm 
management.”); (4) knowledge of one’s needs and skills 
(“I’m good with my hands all right, but I need the intellec-
tual stimulation of doing large-scale planning.”); (5) the 
ability to organize one’s knowledge and beliefs (“Let me 
tell you about planning crop rotation.”); (6) the ability to 
organize one’s experiences (“I know what I like and what 
I don’t like.”); and (7) the ability to take a step back and 
look at one’s being as others do, to evaluate the impres-
sions one is creating, and to understand the feelings and 
attitudes one stimulates in others (“It might seem a little 
funny to you that a farmer like me would want to come 

If a child’s need for meaningful interaction with another is not 
met, the development of a social identity will be delayed.
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order, a society soon would fall apart. People would not 
know what to expect from themselves and one another, 
and social relationships would be impossible to maintain. 
Th erefore, the process of socialization must include instruc-
tion about the moral order of an individual’s society.

Th e research by Lawrence Kohlberg (1969) sug-
gests that not every person is capable of thinking about 
morality in the same way. Just as our sense of self and 
our ability to think logically develop in stages, our moral 
thinking develops in a progression of steps as well. To 
illustrate this, Kohlberg asked children from a number 
of diff erent societies (including Turkey, Mexico, China, 
and the United States) to resolve moral dilemmas such 
as the following: A man’s wife is dying of cancer. A rare 
drug might save her, but it costs $2,000. Th e man tries 
to raise the money but can come up with only $1,000. 
He asks the druggist to sell him the drug for $1,000, and 
the druggist refuses. Th e desperate husband then breaks 
into the druggist’s store to steal the drug. Should he have 
done so? Why or why not?

Kohlberg was more interested in the reasoning behind 
the child’s judgment than in the answer itself. Based on 
his analysis of this reasoning, he concluded that changes 
in moral thinking progress step by step through six qual-
itatively distinct stages (although most people never go 
beyond stages 3 or 4):

Stage 1. Orientation toward punishment.

Stage 2. Orientation toward reward.

Stage 3. Orientation toward possible disapproval by 
others.

Stage 4. Orientation toward formal laws and fear of 
personal dishonor.

Stage 5. Orientation toward peer values and 
democracy.

Stage 6. Orientation toward one’s own set of values.

Kohlberg found that although these stages of moral 
development correspond roughly to other aspects of the 
developing self, most people never progress to stages 5 
and 6. In fact, Kohlberg subsequently dropped stage 6 
from his scheme because it met with widespread criti-
cism that he could not refute. Critics felt that stage 6 
was elitist and culturally biased. Kohlberg himself could 
fi nd no evidence that any of his long-term subjects ever 
reached this stage (Muson, 1979).

At times, people even regress from a higher stage to 
a lower one. For example, when Kohlberg analyzed the 
explanations that Nazi war criminals of World War II 
gave for their participation in the systematic murder 
of millions of people who happened to possess certain 
religious (Jewish), ethnic (gypsies), or psychological 
(mentally retarded) traits, he found that none of the rea-
sons was above stage 3 and most were at stage 1—“I did 
what I was told to do; otherwise, I’d have been punished” 
(Kohlberg, 1967). However, many of these war criminals 
had been very responsible and successful people in their 

Cognitive Development For centuries, most people 
assumed that a child’s mind worked in exactly the same 
way as an adult’s mind. Th e child was thought of as a 
miniature adult who simply was lacking information 
about the world. Swiss philosopher and psychologist 
Jean Piaget (1896–1980) was instrumental in chang-
ing that view through his studies of the development of 
intelligence in children. His work has been signifi cant to 
sociologists because the processes of thought are cen-
tral to the development of identity and, consequently, to 
the ability to function in society.

Piaget found that children move through a series of 
predictable stages on their way to logical thought and 
that some never attain the most advanced stages. From 
birth to age two, during the sensorimotor stage, the 
infant relies on touch and the manipulation of objects 
for information about the world, slowly learning about 
cause and eff ect. At about age two, the child begins to 
learn that words can be symbols for objects. In this, the 
preoperational stage of development, the child cannot 
see the world from another person’s point of view.

Th e operational stage is next and lasts from age seven 
to about age 12. During this period, the child begins to 
think with some logic and can understand and work with 
numbers, volume, shapes, and spatial relationships. With 
the onset of adolescence, the child progresses to the most 
advanced stage of thinking—formal, logical thought. People 
at this stage are capable of abstract, logical thought and 
can develop ideas about things that have no concrete ref-
erence such as infi nity, death, freedom, and justice. In addi-
tion, they are able to anticipate possible consequences of 
their acts and decisions. Achieving this stage is crucial to 
developing an identity and an ability to enter into mature 
interpersonal relationships (Piaget and Inhelder, 1969).

Moral Development Every society has a moral order—
that is, a shared view of right and wrong. Without moral 
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During the fi rst years of life, a child needs to develop a sense 
of trust through supportive relationships with adults.
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In Cooley’s view, therefore, the self is entirely a 
social product—that is, a product of social interaction. 
Each individual acquires a sense of self in the course 
of being socialized and continues to modify it in each 
new situation throughout life. Cooley believed that 
the looking-glass self constructed early in life remains 
fairly stable and that childhood experiences are very 
important in determining our sense of self throughout 
our lives.

One of Cooley’s principal contributions to sociology 
was his observation that although our perceptions are 
not always correct, what we believe is more important in 
determining our behavior than is what is real. Th is same 
idea was also expressed by sociologist W. I. Th omas 
(1928) when he noted, “If men defi ne situations as real, 
they are real in their consequences.” If we can under-
stand the ways in which people perceive reality, then we 
can begin to understand their behavior.

George Herbert Mead (1863–1931)

Mead was a philosopher and a well-known social psy-
chologist at the University of Chicago. His work led to 
the development of the school of thought called sym-
bolic interactionism (described in Chapter 1). As a stu-
dent of Cooley’s, Mead built on Cooley’s ideas, tracing 

prewar lives and presumably in those times had reached 
higher stages of moral development.

Gender Identity One of the most important elements of 
our sense of self is our gender identity. Certain aspects 
of gender identity are rooted in biology. Males tend to 
be larger and stronger than females, but females tend to 
have better endurance than males. Females also become 
pregnant and give birth to infants and (usually) can nurse 
infants with their own milk. However, gender identity is 
mostly a matter of cultural defi nition. Th ere is nothing 
inherently male or female about a teacher, a pilot, a car-
penter, or a pianist other than what our culture tells us. 
As we shall see in Chapter 11, “Gender Stratifi cation,” 
gender identity and sex roles are far more a matter of 
nurture than of nature.

THEORIES OF DEVELOPMENT ●

Among the scholars who have devised theories of devel-
opment, Charles Horton Cooley, George Herbert Mead, 
Sigmund Freud, and Erik Erikson stand out because of 
the contributions they have made to the way sociologists 
today think about socialization. Cooley and Mead saw 
the individual and society as partners. Th ey were sym-
bolic interactionists (see Chapter 1, “Th e Sociological 
Perspective”) and, as such, believed that the individual 
develops a self solely through social relationships—that 
is, through interaction with others. Th ey believed that all 
our behaviors, our attitudes, even our ideas of self arise 
from our interactions with other people. Hence, they were 
pure environmentalists in that they believed that social 
forces rather than genetic factors shape the individual.

Freud, on the other hand, tended to picture the indi-
vidual and society as enemies. He saw the individual 
as constantly having to yield reluctantly to the greater 
power of society, to keep internal urges (especially sex-
ual and aggressive ones) under strict control.

Erikson presented something of a compromise posi-
tion. He thought of the individual as progressing through a 
series of stages of development that express internal urges 
yet are greatly infl uenced by societal and cultural factors.

Charles Horton Cooley (1864–1929)

Cooley believed that the self develops through the pro-
cess of social interaction with others. Th is process begins 
early in life and is infl uenced by such primary groups as 
the family. Later on, peer groups become very impor-
tant as we continue to progress as social beings. Cooley 
used the phrase looking-glass self to describe the three-

stage process through which each of us develops a sense of 

self. First, we imagine how our actions appear to others. 
Second, we imagine how other people judge these actions. 
Finally, we make some sort of self-judgment based on the 
presumed judgments of others. In eff ect, other people 
become a mirror or looking glass for us (1909).

Although certain aspects of gender identity are rooted 
in biology, socialization plays a large role in learning the 
appropriate cultural behavior.  
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Sigmund Freud (1856–1939)

Freud was a pioneer in the study of human behavior and 
the human mind. He was a doctor in Vienna, Austria, 
who gradually became interested in the problem of 
understanding mental illness.

In Freud’s view, the self has three separately function-
ing parts: the id, the superego, and the ego. Th e id con-
sists of the drives and instincts that Freud believed every 

human being inherits but which, for the most part, remain 

unconscious. Of these instincts, two are most important: 
the aggressive drive and the erotic or sexual drive (called 
libido). Every feeling derives from these two drives. Th e 
superego represents society’s norms and moral values 

as learned primarily from our parents. Th e superego is 
the internal censor. It is not inherited biologically, like 
the id, but is learned in the course of a person’s social-
ization. Th e superego keeps trying to put the brakes on 
the id’s impulsive attempts to satisfy its drives. So, for 
instance, the superego must hold back the id’s unend-
ing drive for sexual expression (Freud, 1920, 1923). Th e id 
and superego, then, are eternally at war with each other. 
Fortunately, there is a third, functional part of the self 
called the ego, which tries not only to mediate in the eter-

nal confl ict between the id and the superego but also to fi nd 

socially acceptable ways for the id’s drives to be expressed. 
Unlike the id, the ego constantly evaluates social realities 
and looks for ways to adjust to them (Freud, 1920, 1923).

Freud pictured the individual as constantly in con-
fl ict: Th e instinctual drives of the id (essentially sex and 
aggression) push for expression while the demands of 
society set certain limits on the behavior patterns that 
will be tolerated.

Even though the individual needs society, society’s 
restrictive norms and values are a source of ongoing dis-
content (Freud, 1930). Freud’s theories suggest that soci-
ety and the individual are enemies, with the latter yielding 
to the former reluctantly and only out of compulsion.

Erik H. Erikson (1902–1994)

In 1950, Erikson, an artist turned psychologist who 
studied with Freud in Vienna, published an infl uential 
book called Childhood and Society (1950). In it, he built 
on Freud’s theory of development but added two impor-
tant elements. First, he stressed that development is 
a lifelong process and that a person continues to pass 
through new stages even during adulthood. Second, he 
paid greater attention to the social and cultural forces 
operating on the individual at each step along the way.

In Erikson’s view, human development is accom-
plished in eight stages (see Table 4-1). Each stage amounts 
to a crisis of sorts brought on by two factors: biological 
changes in the developing individual and social expecta-
tions and stresses. At each stage, the individual is pulled 
in opposite directions to resolve the crisis. In normal 
development, the individual resolves the confl ict expe-
rienced at each stage somewhere toward the middle of 

the beginning of a person’s awareness of self to the rela-
tionships between the caregiver (usually the mother) 
and the child (1934).

According to Mead, the self becomes the sum total of 
our beliefs and feelings about ourselves. Th e self is com-
posed of two parts, the I and the me. Th e I portion of the 

self wishes to have free expression, to be active and spon-

taneous. Th e I wishes to be free of the control of others 
and to take the initiative in situations. It is the part of the 
individual that is unique and distinctive. Th e me portion 

of the self is made up of those things learned through the 

socialization process from family, peers, school, and so 

on. Th e me makes normal social interaction possible, 
whereas the I prevents it from being mechanical and 
totally predictable.

Mead used the term signifi cant others to refer to 
those individuals who are most important in our develop-

ment, such as parents, friends, and teachers. As we con-
tinue to be socialized, we learn to be aware of the views of 
the generalized others. Th ese generalized others are the 

viewpoints, attitudes, and expectations of society as a whole 

or of a community of people whom we are aware of and who 

are important to us. We might believe it is important to go 
to college, for example, because signifi cant others have 
instilled this viewpoint in us. While at college, we might 
be infl uenced by the views of selected generalized others 
who represent the community of lawyers that we hope to 
join one day as we progress with our education.

Mead believed that the self develops in three stages 
(1934). Th e fi rst, or preparatory, stage is characterized 

by the child imitating the behavior of others, which pre-

pares the child for learning social-role expectations. In 
the second, or play, stage, the child has acquired lan-

guage and begins not only to imitate behavior but also to 

formulate role expectations—playing house, cops and 
robbers, and so on. In this stage, the play features many 
discussions among playmates about the way things 
ought to be. “I’m the boss,” a little boy might announce. 
“Th e daddy is the boss of the house.” “Oh no,” his friend 
might counter, “Mommies are the real bosses.” In the 
third, or game, stage, the child learns that there are 

rules that specify the proper and correct relationship 

among the players. For example, a baseball game has 
rules that apply to the game in general as well as to a 
series of expectations about how each position should 
be played. During the game stage, according to Mead, 
we learn the expectations, positions, and rules of soci-
ety at large. Th roughout life, in whatever position we 
occupy, we must learn the expectations of the various 
positions with which we interact, as well as the expec-
tations of the general audience, if our performance is to 
go smoothly.

Th us, for Mead, the self is rooted in, and begins to take 
shape through, the social play of children and is well on 
its way to being formed by the time the child is eight or 
nine years old. Th erefore, like Cooley, Mead regarded 
childhood experience as very important to charting the 
course of development.
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TABLE 4-1 Erikson’s Eight Stages of Human Development

Stage Age Period Characteristic to Be Achieved Major Hazards to Achievement

Trust vs. 
mistrust

Birth to 1 
year

Sense of trust or security—achieved through 
parental gratifi cation of needs and affection

Neglect, abuse, or deprivation; inconsistent 
or inappropriate love in infancy; early or harsh 
weaning

Autonomy vs. 
shame and 
doubt

1–4 years Sense of autonomy—achieved as child begins to 
see self as individual apart from his/her parents

Conditions that make the child feel inadequate, 
evil, or dirty

Initiative vs. 
guilt

4–5 years Sense of initiative—achieved as child begins to 
imitate adult behavior and extends control of the 
world around him/her

Guilt produced by overly strict discipline and 
the internalization of rigid ethical standards that 
interfere with the child’s spontaneity

Industry vs. 
inferiority

6–12 years Sense of duty and accomplishment—achieved as 
the child lays aside fantasy and play and begins 
to undertake tasks and schoolwork

Feelings of inadequacy produced by excessive 
competition, personal limitations, or other events 
leading to feelings of inferiority

Identity vs. 
role confusion

Adolescence Sense of identity—achieved as one clarifi es sense 
of self and what he/she believes in

Sense of role confusion resulting from the failure 
of the family or society to provide clear role 
models

Intimacy vs. 
isolation

Young 
adulthood

Sense of intimacy—the ability to establish close 
personal relationships with others

Problems with earlier stages that make it diffi cult 
to get close to others

Generativity 
vs. stagnation

30s–50s Sense of productivity and creativity—resulting 
from work and parenting activities

Sense of stagnation produced by feeling 
inadequate as a parent and stifl ed at work

Integrity vs. 
despair

Old age Sense of ego integrity—achieved by acceptance 
of the life one has lived

Feelings of despair and dissatisfaction with one’s 
role as a senior member of society

Source: Adapted from E. H. Erikson, Childhood and Society, 2nd ed., 1964. Copyright © 1950, 1963 by W. W. Norton & Company, Inc., renewed © 1978, 1991 by Erik H. Erikson. 
Used by permission of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.

the opposing options. For example, very few people are 
entirely trusting, and very few trust nobody at all. Most 
of us are able to trust at least some other people and 
thereby form enduring relationships while also staying 
alert to the possibility of being misled.

Erikson’s view of development has proved to be useful 
to sociologists because it seems to apply to many societ-
ies. In a later work (1968), he focused on the social and 
psychological causes of the identity crisis that seems to 
be so prevalent among American and European youths. 
Erikson’s most valuable contribution to the study of 
human development has been to show that socializa-
tion continues throughout a person’s life and does not 
stop with childhood. People continue to develop after 
age 30—and after 60 and 70 as well. Th e task of build-
ing the self is lifelong; it can be considered our central 
task from cradle to grave. We construct the self—our 
identity—using the materials made available to us by 
our culture and our society.

EARLY SOCIALIZATION  ●
IN AMERICAN SOCIETY

Children are brought up very diff erently from one soci-
ety to another. Each culture has its own childrearing 
values, attitudes, and practices. No matter how children 
are raised, however, each society must provide certain 
minimal necessities to ensure normal development. Th e 
infant’s physical needs must, of course, be addressed, 
but more than that is required. Children need speaking 
social partners. (Some evidence suggests that a child 
who has received no language stimulation at all in the 
fi rst fi ve to six years of life will be unable ever to acquire 

speech [Chomsky, 1975].) Th ey also need physical stimu-
lation; objects that they can manipulate; space and time 
to explore, to initiate activity, and to be alone; and fi nally, 
limits and prohibitions that organize their options and 
channel development in certain culturally specifi ed 
directions (Provence, 1972).

Every society provides this basic minimum care in its 
own culturally prescribed ways. A variety of agents, which 
also vary from culture to culture, are used to mold the child 

According to Erik Erikson, adolescence is a time when the 
teenager must develop an identity as well as the ability to 
establish close personal relationships with others.
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addition, however, each family exists within certain sub-
cultures of the larger society: It belongs to a geographi-
cal region, a social class, one or two ethnic groups, and 
possibly a religious group or other subculture. Families 
diff er with regard to how important these factors are 
in determining their lifestyles and their child-rearing 
practices. For example, some families are very deeply 
committed to a racial or ethnic identifi cation such as 
African-American, Hispanic, Chinese, Native-American, 
Italian American, Polish-American, or Jewish-American. 
Much of family life might revolve around participation 
in social and religious events of the community and can 
include speaking a language other than English.

Evidence also shows that social class and parents’ 
occupations infl uence how children are raised in the 
United States. Parents who have white-collar occupa-
tions are accustomed to dealing with people and solv-
ing problems. As a result, white-collar parents value 
intellectual curiosity and fl exibility. Blue-collar parents 
have jobs that require specifi c tasks, obeying orders, and 
being on time. Th ey are likely to reward obedience to 
authority, punctuality, and physical or mechanical abil-
ity in their children (Kohn and Schooler, 1983).

Th e past four decades have seen major changes in the 
structure of the American family. High divorce rates, the 
dramatic increase in the number of single-parent fami-
lies, and the common phenomenon of two-worker fami-
lies have meant that the family as the major source of 
socialization of children is being challenged. Child-care 
providers have become a major infl uence in the lives of 
many young children. (For a discussion of the eff ects of 
day care on the socialization of children, see “Day-to-
Day Sociology: Does Day Care Create Unruly Brats?”)

The School

Th e school is an institution intended to socialize chil-
dren in selected skills and knowledge. In recent decades, 
however, the school has been assigned additional tasks. 
For instance, in poor communities and neighborhoods, 
school lunch (and breakfast) programs are an important 
source of balanced nutrition for children. Th e school 
must also confront a more basic problem. As an institu-
tion, it must resolve the confl icting values of the local 
community and of the state and regional offi  cials whose 
job it is to determine what should be taught. For exam-
ple, in many school systems, parents want to reintroduce 
school prayer or discussions of religion, even though the 
Supreme Court has ruled that such actions are not per-
missible. In other instances, education offi  cials make 
curriculum changes in the classroom despite the com-
plaints of parents, whose objections are dismissed as 
perhaps uninformed or tradition bound.

AIDS education is a vivid example of schools decid-
ing what issues should or should not be presented to 
children. Some parents have objected to teaching young 
children about sexuality, condoms, and homosexuality 

to fi t into the society. Here we consider some of the most 
important agents of socialization in American society.

The Family

For young children in most societies—and certainly in 
American society—the family is the primary world for 
the fi rst few years of life. Children also have signifi cant 
early experiences in day-care centers with no family 
members. Th e values, norms, ideals, and standards pre-
sented in both places are accepted by the child uncriti-
cally as correct—indeed, as the only way things could 
possibly be. Even though later experiences lead children 
to modify much of what they have learned within the 
family, it is not unusual for individuals to carry into the 
social relationships of adult life the role expectations 
that characterized the family of their childhood. Many of 
our gender-role expectations are based on the models of 
female and male behavior we witnessed in our families.

Every family, therefore, socializes its children to 
its own particular version of the society’s culture. In 

Every family socializes its children to its own particular version 
of the society’s culture. The values and worldview are a 
refl ection of the larger society and the particular subculture the 
family is a part of.
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Americans have fairly strong opinions concerning 
child care and ideal working situations. According to 
a Gallup poll (May 4, 2001), 41% of Americans believe 
it is best for one parent to stay at home solely to raise 
children while the other parent works. Only 13% of 
Americans say the ideal situation is for both parents 
to work full time outside the home.

Of the 11.3 million children younger than fi ve 
years old whose mothers were employed, about 32% 
spent time in an organized care facility such as a day-
care center, nursery, or preschool. Th irty percent are 
cared for by a grandparent, 25% receive care from 
their fathers, 3% from siblings, and 8% from other 
relatives.

For more than two decades, the Study of Early 
Child Care and Youth Development has tracked more 
than 1,300 children in various child care arrange-
ments, including staying home with a parent; being 
cared for by a nanny or a relative; or attending a large 
day-care center.

Th is is the largest and longest-running study of 
American child care, and it found that the longer a 
child spent in day care, the more aggressive and dis-
obedient the child was in elementary school, and the 
eff ect persisted through the sixth grade.

Th e most troubling aspect of this fi nding was that 
it held up regardless of the child’s sex or family income 
or the quality of the day-care center. With more than 
three million American preschoolers attending day 

care, the increased disruptiveness makes the elemen-
tary school classroom harder to manage.

On the positive side, the study also found that 
time spent in high-quality day-care centers was cor-
related with higher vocabulary scores through ele-
mentary school.

Th e debate about child care started in the late 
1980s, when social scientists questioned the impact 
of day care. Day-care centers and working parents 
argued that it was the quality of the care that mat-
tered, not the setting. Jay Belsky, one of the study’s 
principal authors, in 1986 suggested that non-paren-
tal child care could cause developmental problems 
even in good-quality day care.

Th e cause of the disruptive behavior later on could 
be due to preschool peer groups that model disrup-
tive behavior that is allowed to continue because of 
limited supervision in day-care centers.

Sources: Carey Benedict, “Poor Behavior Is Linked to 
Time in Day Care,” New York Times, March 26, 2007, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/26/us/26center.
html?scp=18&sq=day%20care&st=cse; J. Belsky, “Recent 
Child Care Findings,” Pediatrics for Parents (2007): 23; Robert 
Bernstein, “Nearly Half of Preschoolers Receive Child Care 
from Relatives,” February 28, 2008, http://www.census.gov/
Press-Release/www/releases/archives/children/011574.
html; Bureau of the Census, “Survey of Income and Pro-
gram Participation (SIPP),” 2005, http://www.census.gov/
population/www/socdemo/childcare.html.

Day-care quality depends on the adult–child ratios in the center and the overall 
size of the group within which the children are cared for.
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http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/childcare.html
http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/childcare.html
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variety of peer groups. No one will deny that they 
play a powerful role in our socialization. Often, their 
infl uence is greater than that of any other source of 
socialization.

Within the family and the school, children are in 
socially inferior positions relative to fi gures of author-
ity (parents, teachers, principals). As long as the child is 
small and weak, this social inferiority seems natural, but 
by adolescence, a person is almost fully grown, and arbi-
trary submission to authority is not so easy to accept. 
Hence, many adolescents withdraw into the comfort of 
social groups composed of peers.

Parents might play a major role in teaching basic 
values and the development of the desire to achieve 
long-term goals, but peers have the greatest infl uence 
in lifestyle issues such as appearance, social activi-
ties, and dating. Peer groups also provide valuable 
social support for adolescents who are moving toward 
independence from their parents. As a consequence, 
their peer-group values often run counter to those 
of the older generation. New group members quickly 
are socialized to adopt symbols of group membership 
such as styles of dress, use and consumption of cer-
tain material goods, and stylized patterns of behavior. 
A number of studies have documented the increasing 
importance of peer-group socialization in the United 
States. One reason for this is that parents’ life expe-
riences and accumulated wisdom might not be very 
helpful in preparing young people to meet the require-
ments of life in a society that is changing constantly. 
Not infrequently, adolescents are better informed than 
their parents are about such things as sex, drugs, and 
technology.

Peer-group infl uence, for many youths, can lead to 
wasted lives and violence. For many, gang-members 
banding together for identity, status, petty criminal 
activity, and mutual protection—often involve drug 
abuse. In many urban high schools, for example, drugs 
are available, and attempts to emphasize the dangers 
of drugs fall on deaf ears. (See “Our Diverse Society: 
Win Friends and Lose Your Future: Th e Costs of Not 
‘Acting White’ ” for another aspect of peer group 
infl uence.)

Th e negative eff ects of peer pressure are felt on college 
campuses as well as in poor inner-city neighborhoods. 
Peer pressure has caused deaths from hazing activities 
in college fraternities. For example, one month after 
entering the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
freshman Scott Kruger died after consuming excessive 
amounts of alcohol as part of a hazing ritual at a frater-
nity party.

As the authority of the family diminishes under the 
pressures of social change, peer groups move into the 
vacuum and substitute their own morality for that of 
the parents. Peer groups are most eff ective in molding 
the behavior of those adolescents whose parents do not 
provide consistent standards, a principled moral code, 

despite the health risks that ignorance could pose. Many 
school boards have taken the position that the schools 
have a responsibility to provide this information, even 
when large numbers of parents object.

In coming to grips with their multiple responsibili-
ties, many school systems have established a philosophy 
of education that encompasses socialization as well as 
academic instruction. Educators often aim to help stu-
dents develop to their fullest capacity, not only intellec-
tually but also emotionally, culturally, morally, socially, 
and physically. By exposing the student to a variety of 
ideas, the teachers attempt to guide the development 
of the whole student in areas of interests and abilities 
unique to each. Students are expected to learn how to 
analyze these ideas critically and reach their own con-
clusions. Th e ultimate goal of the school is to produce 
a well-integrated person who will become socially 
responsible. Two questions arise: Is such an ambitious, 
all-embracing educational philosophy working? And is 
it an appropriate goal for our schools?

In a way, the school is a model of much of the adult 
social world. Interpersonal relationships are not based 
on individuals’ love and aff ection for one another. Rather, 
they are impersonal and predefi ned by the society with 
little regard for each particular individual who enters into 
them. Children’s process of adjustment to the school’s 
social order is a preview of what will be expected as they 
mature and attempt to negotiate their way into the insti-
tutions of adult society (job, political work, organized rec-
reation, and so on). Of all the socializing functions of the 
school, this preview of the adult world can be the most 
important. (Th e role of the school in socialization will be 
discussed more extensively in Chapter 14, “Education.”)

Peer Groups

Peers are individuals who are social equals. From early 
childhood until late adulthood, we encounter a wide 

Peer groups provide valuable social support for children.
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Children can’t achieve unless we raise their 
expectations and turn off the television sets and 
eradicate the slander that says a black youth with a 
book is acting white.
—Senator Barack Obama, 2004 Democratic National 
Convention Keynote Address

It’s been about 140 years since the end of slavery, yet 
black students lag signifi cantly behind white students. 
Th e average black 17-year-old reads at the level of a 
white 13-year-old. Black students score one standard 
deviation below white students on the SAT test. Th is 
racial divide exists even when black students attend 
schools in affl  uent neighborhoods.

One way to explain this gap is to point to a black 
student peer culture that discourages students 
against acting white. Factors that would be consid-
ered examples of acting white could include enrolling 
in honors or advanced placement courses, raising 
your hand in class, playing the violin, wearing clothes 
from Abercrombie and Fitch or the Gap, or speaking 
Standard English.

Students in high school can attest to the fact that 
there is a strong desire to be accepted by valued peer 
groups. Most of the time being accepted by a peer 
group does not require any major short-term costs. 
Yes, it is true that being part of one peer group might 
mean you will be rejected by another peer group. But 
usually, you will not end up fi nancially poorer or seri-
ously handicapped in some way because you are part 
of a sports, music, or other social peer group.

Becoming a member of a peer group means you 
have to decide what proportion of your time you 
are going to devote to the group and its values and 
what proportion of time to other activities and your 
studies. For some peer groups, studying and doing 
well overlaps the values of the group. At other times, 
these behaviors are in confl ict with the group, and 
members can be ostracized for acting in a way that 
confl icts with the group values. If a peer group does 
not value academic achievement, loyalty to the group 
can result in mediocre or even failing grades.

In many high schools, white students who do well 
actually have more friends than students who do 
poorly. Often, for black students, that is not the case. 
A black student who has a 4.0 average has 1.5 fewer  

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Win Friends and Lose Your Future: The Costs of Not “Acting White”

Child

O
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friends than the white student with a 4.0 (Cook and 
Ludwig, 1997).

Let’s look at the Frank W. Ballou High School in 
Washington, D.C., as an example. Th e principal of the 
school decided that it would be a good idea to give 
outstanding students cash for their achievements. A 
student with perfect grades in any of the year’s four 
marking periods would receive $100. With four mark-
ing periods, over the course of a year a student could 
get $400. Th ere was a catch. Th e straight-A students 
had to receive each check personally at an awards 
assembly. Soon, the assemblies turned into forums in 
which the winners were jeered, being called “Nerd!” 
“Geek!” “Egghead!” and the harshest of all, “Whitey!” 
Th e honor students were tormented for months after-
ward. With each assembly, fewer students showed up 
to receive their checks (Susskind, 1998).

In the short term, then, for black students, the 
price of doing well is not being accepted. Th e benefi t 
of not doing well is that you will have friends and a 
more active social life. In the future, however, things 
are diff erent. When high school is over, the benefi t 
of peer acceptance rapidly disappears, but the cost 
of not doing well in school quickly starts to become 
important. Employers or colleges look at mediocre 
or poor grades as a sign that this person should be 
passed over for the job or college admission. Th e 
short-term benefi t of being accepted by the peer 
group has now turned into a long-term liability that 
is diffi  cult to erase.

A peer group socialization process that discour-
ages students from doing well in school because it is 
considered a sign of acting white is exacting a long-
term price that most students can ill aff ord.

Sources: David Austen-Smith and Roland G. Fryer Jr. “An 
Economic Analysis of ‘Acting White,’ ” Quarterly Journal of 

Economics 120, no. 2 (May, 2005): 551–583; Roland G.Fryer 
Jr., and Paul Torelli, “An Empirical Analysis of ‘Acting 
White,’ ” Harvard University Society of Fellows and NBER 
(May 1, 2005), http://post.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/
fryer/papers/fryer_torelli.pdf; Phillip Cook and Jens Lud-
wig, “Weighing the Burden of ‘Acting White’: Are Th ere Race 
Diff erences in Attitudes Towards Education?” Journal of 

Public Policy and Analysis 16 (1997): 256–278; Ron Susskind, 
A Hope in the Unseen (New York: Broadway Books, 1998).

guidance, and emotional support. David Elkind (1981) 
has expressed the view that the power of the peer group 
is in direct proportion to the extent that the adolescent 

feels ignored by the parents. In fact, more than a half 
century ago, sociologist David Riesman, in his classic 
work Th e Lonely Crowd (1950), already thought the peer 

http://post.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/fryer/papers/fryer_torelli.pdf
http://post.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/fryer/papers/fryer_torelli.pdf
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group had become the single most powerful molder 
of many adolescents’ behavior and that striving for 
peer approval had become the dominant concern of 
an entire American generation—adults as well as ado-
lescents. He coined the term other directed to describe 
those who are overly concerned with fi nding social 
approval.

Television, Movies, and Video Games

It is possible that today Riesman would review his 
thinking somewhat. Since the late 1960s, the mass 
media—television, radio, magazines, fi lms, newspa-
pers, and the Internet—have become important agents 
of socialization in the United States. It is almost impos-
sible in our society to escape from the images and 
sounds of television or radio; in most homes, especially 
those with children, the media are constantly visible or 
audible. With the exception of video games, most mass 
media communication is one-way, creating an audi-
ence that is conditioned to receive passively whatever 
news, messages, programs, or events are brought to 
them.

Today, 98.2% of all households in the United States 
have television sets, with an average of 2.4 sets per 
home. Most children become regular watchers of televi-
sion between ages three and six (Bureau of the Census, 
March 11, 2004).

Schoolchildren watch an average two hours and 30 
minutes of television a day on school days and an aver-
age of 4 hours and 20 minutes on an average weekend. 
Th eir favorite programs are situation comedies, car-
toons, music videos, sports, game shows, talk shows, 
and soap operas. One study concluded that by the time 
most people reach the age of 18, they will have spent 
more waking time watching television than doing 
 anything else—talking with parents, spending time 
with friends, or even going to school (Bureau of the 
Census, 2002).

Because young children are so impressionable, and 
because in so many American households the televi-
sion is used as an unpaid mechanical babysitter, social 
scientists have become increasingly concerned about 
the socializing role the mass media play in our society. 
If children learn from experience, such exposure must 
certainly have an eff ect. (See “Day-to-Day Sociology: 
Television Made You the Designated Driver.”) By the time 
the average American child leaves elementary school, 
she or he has seen 8,000 killings and 100,000 violent acts 
portrayed on television.

Mark Sappenfi eld (2002) writes:

For much of the past half century, the link between 
watching violence on television and violent behavior in 
everyday life has seemed an open question—embraced by 
one study, rejected by another, and largely left unanswered 
by years of congressional inquiries. Th is, however, is 

rapidly changing. To a growing number of scientists and 
psychiatrists, the correlation between the two is no longer 
a point of debate; it is an established fact. . . . Already, six 
major pediatric, psychiatric, and medical associations 
have said that the evidence of a link is overwhelming, 
citing more than 1,000 studies in the past 30 years.

In one study (Centerwall, 1992), an attempt was 
made to see whether there was a connection between 
the change in violent crime rates and the introduction 
of television in the United States. Th is study found that 
murder rates in both the United States and Canada 
increased, almost 93% in the United States and 92% in 
Canada (adjusted for population increases), between 
1945, when widespread commercial television did not 
exist, and 1970.

In South Africa, the apartheid government did not 
allow television to be viewed for fear of its destabilizing 
eff ects. Because of this policy, television was not part of 
South African life until many years after its introduction 
in the United States and Canada. Yet just as in the United 
States and Canada, the homicide rate rose sharply as the 
fi rst generation of children who grew up viewing televi-
sion reached adulthood.

Attempts have been made to warn viewers of violent 
content in programs. In 1997, the television networks 
agreed to add content ratings to the existing age-based 
ratings, using the designation TV-Y for a show appro-
priate for all children; TV-7 for a show appropriate for 
children age seven and up; TV-G for a show suitable 
for all ages; TV-PG recommending parental guidance 
(this rating might also include a V for violence, S for 
sexual situations, L for language, or D for suggestive 
dialog); TV-14 for a show that might be unsuitable for 

People have become increasingly concerned about the 
socializing role played by video games and other mass media.
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discretion advisory, they found that show more attrac-
tive and wanted to watch it. In addition, no evidence was 
found that antiviolence public service announcements 
altered adolescents’ attitudes toward the appropriate-
ness of using violence to resolve confl ict.

Proving cause and eff ect in sociology is never easy, 
and the relationship between television and violence 
might be more complex than is generally acknowledged. 
Yet, a study (Johnson, 2002) that followed 707 subjects for 
17 years uncovered some disturbing fi ndings. According 

children under 14; and TV-MA for a show suitable only 
for mature audiences. Th e ratings are designed to work 
in conjunction with the V-chip, a device in all new tele-
vision sets produced after 1997. Th e V-chip allows par-
ents to program their sets to screen out any program 
rated beyond a desired level (Federal Communications 
Commission, 2005).

Th is might not help the problem. In a study by 
Mediascope (1996), when boys, especially those aged 
10 to 14, saw that a program or movie had a parental-

Text not available due to copyright restrictions
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and skills required of members of a society. He or she has 
(1) learned a language and can think logically to some 
degree, (2) accepted the basic norms and values of the 
culture, (3) developed the ability to pattern behavior in 
terms of these norms and values, and (4) assumed a cul-
turally appropriate social identity.

Th ere is still much for a person to learn, however, 
and many new social identities to explore. Socialization, 
therefore, continues during the adult years. Adult 

socialization is the process by which adults learn new 

statuses and roles. It diff ers from primary socialization 
in two ways. First, adults are much more aware than 
young people are of the processes through which they 
are being socialized. In fact, adults deliberately engage 
in programs such as advanced education or on-the-
job training in which socialization is an explicit goal. 
Second, adults often have more control over how they 
wish to be socialized and therefore can generate more 
enthusiasm for the process. Whether going to business 
school, taking up a new hobby, or signing up for the 
Peace Corps, adults can decide to channel their energy 
into making the most eff ective use of an opportunity to 
learn new skills or knowledge.

An important aspect of adult socialization is reso-

cialization, which involves exposure to ideas or values 

that in one way or another confl ict with what was learned 

in childhood. Th is is a common experience for college 
students who leave their homes for the fi rst time and 
encounter a new environment in which many of their 
family’s cherished beliefs and values are held up to 
critical examination. Changes in religious and politi-
cal values are not uncommon during the college years, 
which often lead to a time of stress for students and their 
parents.

Erving Goff man (1971) discussed the major resocial-
ization that occurs in total institutions—environments 

such as prisons or mental hospitals in which the partici-

pants are physically and socially isolated from the outside 

world. Goff man noted several factors that produce eff ec-
tive resocialization. Th ese include (1) isolation from 
the outside world, (2) spending all of one’s time in the 
same place with the same people, (3) shedding individ-
ual identity by giving up old clothes and possessions for 
standard uniforms, (4) a clean break with the past, and 
(5) loss of freedom of action. Under these circumstances, 
an individual usually changes in a major way along the 
lines prescribed by those doing the resocialization.

During the 1970s and 1980s, a number of religious 
cults gained notoriety because they attracted thousands 
of followers. Hundreds of cults continue to exist today, 
but we notice them only when they have trouble with 
authorities. Th e methods various cults use to indoctri-
nate their members can be seen as a conscious attempt 
at resocialization. New members are swept up in the 
communal spirit of the cult. Group pressure eventually 
can produce major personality changes in the recruits, 
and new value systems replace the ones learned 

to the study, adolescents who watched more than one 
hour a day of television—regardless of content—were 
roughly four times more likely to commit aggressive 
acts toward other people later in their lives than those 
who watched less than one hour. Of those who watched 
more than three hours, 28.8% were later involved in 
assaults, robberies, fi ghts, and other aggressive behavior 
(Sappenfi eld, 2002).

A15-year longitudinal study of 329 youth found that 
children who watched a great deal of violent TV programs 
between the ages of six and ten exhibited high levels of 
aggression as young adults. Th e fi ndings held true regard-
less of the child’s intellectual capabilities, social status or 
type of parenting they received (Huesmann etal., 2003).

As the popularity of video games has increased, and 
the average child spends about 13 hours a week play-
ing them, new concerns have been raised about the 
potential socialization aspects of this medium. Many 
video games have violent themes, and the same con-
cerns about the impact of television on aggressive 
behavior are now being raised about this entertain-
ment medium. Do games such as Call of Duty 4: Modern 

Warfare Doom, Mortal Kombat, or Counter-Strike 
increase a person’s aggressive thoughts and behavior? 
One study (Anderson and Dill, 2000) of 227 college stu-
dents found that those who had played violent video 
games in junior high school were more prone to aggres-
sive behavior in college. Th e thinking is that playing 
video games provides a way of “practicing aggressive 
solutions to confl ict situations.” Th e concern is that 
exposure to violent video games is more dangerous 
than exposure to violent television programs or mov-
ies because of the interactive nature of the games. Th e 
player is more involved in carrying out the violence 
than is the passive viewer of a program.

Repeated exposure to video game violence increases 
the potential for aggressive behavior because (1) it pro-
duces more positive attitudes and expectations regard-
ing the use of aggression; (2) it leads to rehearsing more 
aggressive solutions to problems; (3) it decreases consid-
eration of nonviolent alternatives; and (4) it decreases 
the likelihood of thinking of confl ict, aggression, and 
violence as unacceptable alternatives (Anderson, 2003).

Clearly, many other factors are involved in the rela-
tionship between television, movies, and video games 
and violence. Th e relationship between violent acts and 
antisocial behavior is much more complicated than was 
originally thought. For both adults and children, the 
social context, peer infl uence, values, and attitudes also 
play an important a role in determining behavior.

ADULT SOCIALIZATION ●

A person’s primary socialization is completed when he 
or she reaches adulthood. Primary socialization means 
that individuals have mastered the basic information 
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intact because the arrival of an infant inevitably is 
accompanied by stress. Th is requires a reexamination of 
the role expectations each partner has of the other, both 
as a parent and as a spouse.

Of course, most parents anticipate some stresses and 
try to resolve them before the baby is born. Th ey make 
fi nancial plans, create a living space, and study baby 
care. Th ey ask friends and relatives for advice and secure 
their future babysitting services. However, not all the 
stresses of parenthood are so obvious. One that is over-
looked frequently is the fact that parenthood is itself a 
new developmental phase.

Th e psychology of becoming and being a parent is 
extremely complicated. During the pregnancy, both par-
ents experience intense feelings—some expected, oth-
ers quite surprising. Some of these feelings might even 
be upsetting, such as the fear that one will not be an 
adequate parent or that one might even harm the child. 
Sometimes, such feelings lead people to reconsider their 
decision to become parents.

Th e birth of the child brings forth new feelings in the 
parents, many of which can be traced to the parents’ 
own experiences as infants. As their child grows and 
passes through all the stages of development we have 
described, parents relive their own development. In psy-
chological terms, parenthood can be viewed as a second 
chance: Adults can bring to bear all they have learned 
to resolve the confl icts that were not resolved when 
they were children. For example, it might be possible for 
some parents to develop a more trusting approach to life 
while observing their infants grappling with the confl ict 
of basic trust and mistrust (Erikson’s fi rst stage).

Career Development: Vocation and Identity

Taking a job involves more than fi nding a place to work. 
It means stepping into a new social context with its 
own statuses and roles, and it requires a person to be 
socialized to meet the needs of the situation. Th ese new 
conditions can even include learning how to dress appro-
priately. For example, a young management trainee in 
a major corporation was criticized for wearing his keys 
on a ring snapped to his belt. “Janitors wear their keys,” 
his supervisor told him. “Executives keep them in their 
pockets.” Th e keys disappeared from the trainee’s belt.

Aspiring climbers of the occupational ladder even 
might have to adjust their personalities to fi t the job. 
In the 1950s and 1960s, corporations looked for quiet, 
loyal, tradition-oriented men to fi ll their management 
positions—men who would not upset the status quo 
(Whyte, 1956)—and most certainly not women. Today, 
especially in high-tech industries, the trend has been 
toward recruiting men and women who show drive and 
initiative and a capacity for creative thinking and prob-
lem solving.

Some occupations require extensive resocialization. 
Individuals wishing to become doctors or nurses, for 

previously. Consequently, friends and family members 
might no longer recognize the person who has been 
resocialized. Th e tactics that some religious cults use 
have been criticized widely. Th e cults defend their pro-
grams as simply a means through which they encourage 
people to rid themselves of old ideas and replace them 
with new ones.

It is not unusual for those undergoing resocialization 
experiences to become confused and depressed and to 
question whether they have chosen the right course. 
Some drop out; others eventually stop resisting and 
accept the values of their instructors.

In the following sections, we will discuss four events 
in adult socialization: marriage, parenthood, work, and 
aging.

Marriage and Responsibility

As Ruth Benedict (1938) noted in a now classic article 
on socialization in America, “our culture goes to great 
extremes in emphasizing contrasts between the child 
and the adult.” We think of childhood as a time without 
cares, a time for play. Adulthood, by contrast, is marked 
by work and taking up the burden of responsibility. 
One of the great adult responsibilities in our society is 
marriage.

Indeed, today’s young adults no longer accept uncriti-
cally many of the traditional role expectations of marriage. 
For both men and women, choices loom large. How much 
of oneself should one devote to a career? How much to 
self-improvement and personal growth? How much to a 
spouse? Ours is a time of uncertainty and experimenta-
tion. Even so, marriage still retains its primacy as a life 
choice for adults. Although divorce has become com-
mon in many circles, marriage still is treated seriously 
as a public statement that both partners are committed 
to each other and to stability and responsibility. (We will 
discuss marriage and family arrangements in greater 
detail in Chapter 12, “Marriage and Alternative Family 
Arrangements.”)

Once married, the new partners must defi ne their 
relationships to each other and in respect to the demands 
of society. Th is is not as easy today as it was when these 
choices largely were determined by tradition. Although 
friends, parents, and relatives usually are only too ready 
to instruct the young couple in the shoulds and should 
nots of married life, such attempts at socialization are 
often resented by young people who wish to chart their 
own courses. One choice they must make is whether to 
become parents.

Parenthood

When a couple has a child, their responsibilities increase 
enormously. Th ey must fi nd ways to provide the care and 
nurturing necessary to the healthy development of their 
baby while working hard to keep their own relationship 
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In American society, hard work is seen as admira-
ble, and individual accomplishments are rewarded. 
In other societies, work success depends on the 
relationship the individual develops with supe-
riors and others in the work group. Researchers 
Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) were 
presented with the following case of opposing cul-
tural views and asked to give their feedback and 
recommendations.

Jeff  was a 28-year-old [American] in Japan who 
worked for Motorola Nippon, a largely autono-
mous Japanese subsidiary of Motorola, the 
American electronics corporation. Jeff  was part 
of a four-person sales force. [He] worked under 
the supervision of Muneo, his Japanese man-
ager . . . who had almost complete authority over 
him.

Jeff  felt from the beginning that Muneo did 
not like him. At his fi rst interview, he was told his 
salary was too high. When Jeff  met and became 
engaged to a Japanese woman, Muneo made clear 
his disapproval. Muneo also refused Jeff ’s request 
for a lower sales quota because of Jeff ’s diffi  culty 
with the Japanese language. However, thanks to 
his fi ancée, Jeff ’s Japanese language skills were 
improving rapidly.

Jeff  believed that he had to prove himself 
by working harder. He got up at 6:30 A.M. and 

scheduled four sales visits a day. After nine 
months in the job, Jeff  was outselling the three 
other sales executives in his unit, all Japanese. 
After eighteen months, he had outsold all three 
of them put together. Th is was, he felt, a triumph 
of hard work and persistence. He was out mak-
ing sales calls 95 percent of the time and rarely 
bothered his boss.

It was therefore a considerable shock when 
Jeff  received an “average” rating from Muneo 
at his annual appraisal meeting. Th is was the 
lowest mark possible, short of “unacceptable,” 
which would have led to being fi red. It was also 
the worst appraisal in the department. Jeff  was 
too angry to argue with Muneo but appealed his 
“fl agrantly unfair” appraisal to Motorola’s inter-
national human resources function.

After some months, international HR came 
down on Jeff ’s side and his appraisal was 
revised upward. Muneo not only refused to 
speak to Jeff ; he refused to look at him. Finally, 
Jeff  asked for a meeting. Muneo was so angry, he 
could hardly speak. “You shoot me, I shoot you,” 
he repeated.

Jeff  was outraged at the seeming injustice of the 
situation. After interviewing Jeff  and hearing his story, 
Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars gave him the fol-
lowing diagnosis and recommendations.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

To Succeed in Japan, Give All the Credit to Your Boss

G
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example, must overcome their squeamishness about 
blood, body wastes, genitals, and the inside of the body. 
Th ey also must accept the undemocratic fact that they 
will receive much of their training while caring for poor 
patients (usually ethnic minorities). Wealthier patients are 
more likely to receive care from fully trained personnel.

Th e armed forces use basic training to socialize 
recruits to obey orders without hesitating and to accept 
killing as a necessary part of their work. For many peo-
ple, such resocialization can be quite confusing and 
painful. (For an example of career resocialization for an 
American in Japan, see “Global Sociology: To Succeed in 
Japan, Give All the Credit to Your Boss.”)

For some individuals, career and identity are so inter-
twined that job loss can lead to personal crisis. Th is 
occurs for many people who are downsized or encour-
aged to retire. For many, losing a job means reevalua-
tion and a new direction. For others, it means spending 
months looking for a new job and feeling a profound loss 
of self-identity.

AGING AND SOCIETY ●

In many societies, such as Japan and China, age brings 
respect and honor. Older people are turned to for advice, 
and their opinions are valued because they refl ect a 
full measure of experience. Often, older people are not 
required to stop their productive work simply because 
they have reached a certain age. Rather, they work as 
long as they are able to, and their tasks might be modi-
fi ed to allow them to continue to work virtually until they 
die. In this way, people maintain their social identities as 
they grow old—and their feelings of self-esteem as well.

Th is is not the case in the United States. Most employ-
ers expect their employees to retire well before they have 
reached age 70, and Social Security regulations restrict 
the amount of nontaxable income that retired people 
may earn.

Perhaps the biggest concern of the elderly is where 
they will live and who will take care of them when they 
get sick. Th e American nuclear family ordinarily is not 
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“Given specifi c American values, you have per-
formed extremely well. Your sales record speaks for 
itself, as do the long hours you have worked and the 
fl uency of your Japanese. It is even to your credit 
that you did this all by yourself and did not bother 
your boss.

“But you are living and working in Japan, not the 
United States, and you must expect to be judged by 
Japanese values, which are [quite diff erent] from 
the values to which you are accustomed. We have 
tried to re-create Muneo’s objections to your con-
duct from what we know of Japanese management 
culture.

“Muneo is angry with you because you began by ask-
ing for favors rather than concentrating on how you 
could help him and the team. When your success 
began, you did not inform him, solicit his advice, or 
invite him to share that success. You did not inform 
other team members about the information and 
approaches underlying your record sales, so that 
they could benefi t from your knowledge.

“ ‘Not bothering him,’ was seen by Muneo as a snub, 
not a favor. As [a Japanese] boss, he was formally 
responsible for your successes and wanted to play a 
genuine part in them. He probably feels you cut him 
out of participating in your triumphs.

“Appealing over his head to the foreign own-
ers of the company was experienced by Muneo 
as an insult to his authority and undermining 
the local autonomy of Japanese management. 
That you did not warn him of your appeal or 
discuss it with him first is a rejection of . . . the 
ideal of mutual respect between you. To have 
a local decision reversed by U.S. headquarters 
was a matter of shame for him. He loses face 
before other Japanese colleagues by provoking 
interference in domestic affairs.”

Jeff  should have requested regular meetings with 
Muneo and the Japanese sales team in which he 
sought advice and shared the background informa-
tion on his successes. For Muneo to be pleased, the 
whole team must succeed and Muneo himself must 
lead that success.

In this scenario, Jeff  should have sought advice every 
step of the way. He needed to be more modest than 
he would have been in an American work environ-
ment and understand that shared knowledge is vital 
in Japanese organizations. All of this is not easy when 
one is used to American workplace cultural values.

Source: From C. Hampden-Turner and F. Trompenaars, 
Building Cross-Cultural Competence (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2000), 175–177. Used by permission of Yale 
University Press.

prepared to accommodate an aging parent who is sick 
or whose spouse has recently died. In addition, with the 
increasing life span, many elderly who might be in their 
late 70s or early 80s have sons and daughters who them-
selves can be in their 50s or even 60s. As a result, those 
older people who have trouble moving around or caring 
for themselves often have no choice but to live in pro-
tected environments.

Th is means that late in life, many people are forced to 
acquire another social identity. Sadly, it is not a valued 
one but rather one of being less valued and less impor-
tant. Th is change can be damaging to older people’s self-
esteem, and it can even hasten them to their graves. Th e 
past two decades has seen some attempts at reform to 
address these issues. Age discrimination in hiring is ille-
gal, and some companies have extended or eliminated 
arbitrary retirement ages. However, the problem will 
not be resolved until elderly people achieve a position 
of respect and value in American culture equal to that of 
younger adults.

Even though aging is a biological process, becoming 
old is a social and cultural one. Only society can create a 
senior citizen. From infancy to old age, both biology and 
society play important parts in determining how people 
develop over the course of their lives.

SUMMARY ■

From infancy to old age, both biology and society play 
important parts in determining how people develop.

Unlike other animal species, human off spring have a • 
long period of dependency. During this time, parents 
and society work together to make children social 
beings.

Th e process of social interaction that teaches • 
children the intellectual, physical, and social skills 
and the cultural knowledge they need to function 
as members of society is called socialization. In the 



PART 2 THE INDIVIDUAL IN SOCIETY96

language, (2) accepted the basic norms and values of 
the culture, (3) developed the ability to pattern their 
behavior in terms of those norms and values, and 
(4) assumed a culturally appropriate social identity.

Although socialization continues throughout one’s • 
life, adult socialization diff ers from primary social-
ization in that adults are much more aware of the 
processes through which they are socialized, and 
they often have more control over the process.

One important form of adult socialization is resocial-• 
ization, which involves exposure to ideas or values 
that confl ict with what was learned in childhood.

Often, resocialization occurs in a total institution • 
such as a prison or mental hospital, where partici-
pants are physically, socially, and psychically isolated 
from the outside world.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

course of this process, each child acquires a person-
ality, patterns of behavior and ways of thinking that 
are distinctive for each individual.

Every individual comes to possess a social identity by • 
occupying culturally and socially defi ned positions.

In addition, individuals acquire a changing yet • 
enduring personal identity called the self, which 
develops when the individual becomes aware of his 
or her feelings, thoughts, and behaviors as distinct 
from those of other people.

Th e development of the self is a complex process • 
that has at least three dimensions: cognitive devel-
opment, moral development, and gender identity.

Agents of socialization vary from culture to culture.• 
In American society, the family is the most impor-• 
tant socializing infl uence in early childhood devel-
opment. As the child grows older and moves into 
society, other agents of socialization come into play.

Schools are increasingly expected to meet a variety • 
of social and emotional needs as well as to pass on 
knowledge and help children develop skills.

From school age to early adulthood, peers power-• 
fully infl uence lifestyle orientations and, in some 
cases, values.

Th e mass media present today’s children with an • 
enormous amount of information, both for better 
and for worse.

Primary socialization ends when individuals reach • 
adulthood. By this time they have (1) learned a 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER FOUR STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

 a. Sociobiology g. Cognitive development m. Superego
b. Nature versus nurture h. Moral development n. Primary socialization
 c. Attachment disorder i. Looking-glass self o. Adult socialization
d. Statuses j. The I and the me p. Resocialization
 e. Social identity k. Signifi cant others q. Total institutions
  f. Self l. Generalized others r. Personality

     1. The child’s assimilation of the basic elements of culture—language, norms, behavior—and 
adoption of a culturally appropriate identity

     2. The combination of statuses that defi ne who a person is in society
     3. The use of Darwinian principles of evolution to explain the social behavior of animals and hu-

mans
     4. Places where inmates are cut off from the outside world and live under the control and author-

ity of staff members
     5. A series of stages of increasingly complex thinking about what is right and wrong in specifi c 

situations
     6. The inability to form relationships or trust other people, often found in children who grew up 

having minimal interaction with adults
     7. A set of stages in a person’s ability to think logically and abstractly about how the world 

works
     8. A sense of who you are based on a three step process of how you think other people would 

judge you
     9. Term used by Mead to include those individuals who are most important in our development, 

for example, parents and friends
     10. The debate over the relative importance of biological and genetic factors on the one hand and 

cultural forces on the other in shaping human behavior
     11. The viewpoints, attitudes, and expectations of society as a whole or of a community of people 

of whom we are aware and who are important to us
     12. The parts of the self, according to Mead, one more active and spontaneous, the other more a 

product of socialization
     13. According to Freud, the part of the self that represents society’s norms and moral values 

learned primarily from parents
     14. The process by which adults learn new statuses and roles
     15. Culturally or socially defi ned positions in a social system
     16. Exposure to ideas or values that in one way or another confl ict with what was learned in child-

hood
     17. An individual’s changing yet enduring personal identity
     18. The patterns of behavior and ways of thinking and feeling that are distinctive for each individual

Key Thinkers ●

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

 a. Harry Harlow e. Stephen Jay Gould i. Erik Erikson
 b. Jean Piaget f. Ivan Pavlov j. Charles Horton Cooley
 c. Lawrence Kohlberg g. Edward O. Wilson
d. Sigmund Freud h. George Herbert Mead
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     1. Through experiments with dogs, demonstrated that behavior could be conditioned
     2. Proposed a theory of socialization based on the development of the me; saw children’s relation 

to rules as moving through three stages, preparatory, play, and game
     3. Coined the term sociobiology and was its major advocate as an explanation of human 

 behavior
     4. Biologist who criticized sociobiology, offering instead explanations based on culture rather than 

on genetics and evolution
     5. Illustrated the harmful effects of social isolation through his experiments with rhesus 

 monkeys
     6. Offered a theory of childhood development based on developmental problems rooted both in 

biological changes in the individual and in social expectations in the culture
     7. Maintained that moral thinking developed through fi ve to six distinctive stages
     8. Argued that society’s demand for civilized behavior constantly confl icted with the individual’s 

basic instincts of sex and aggression
     9. Studied the stages of cognitive development that children go through in learning to think 

 logically about the world
     10. Offered a theory of childhood development based on the looking-glass self—a person’s sense 

of other people’s evaluations

Central Idea Completions ●

Follow the instructions and fi ll in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following 
questions.

1. Discuss the roles biology and socialization play in the formation of the individual.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Use the case histories presented in Chapter 4 to discuss how extreme social isolation and deprivation 
affect a human’s early childhood development.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Briefl y discuss each of the following sources of infl uence on the socialization of children.

a. Family  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

b. School  ___________________________________________________________________________________    

c. Peer groups  _______________________________________________________________________________    

d. Mass media  _______________________________________________________________________________    
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4. Defi ne and discuss resocialization.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Explain the key features of the developmental-stage models of Piaget and Erikson.

a. Piaget

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Erikson

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. The nature versus nurture debate has been an ongoing controversy in the social sciences. Develop a 
pro and con list of evidence for both positions, as one might for a debate situation. Discuss and support 
your positions in the debate, providing examples to support your positions.

2. Visit the children’s section of your local library. After examining several books aimed at different 
age levels, discuss how these books might refl ect Piaget’s work of the developmental stages of 
 childhood. Find examples of books you feel to be ideally suited to appeal to children at different 
 levels of development.

Select three titles you would want to read to your own children someday and explain why you think 
they are examples of valuable children’s books.

3. As you think about the material in this chapter, consider the role that day care plays in the lives of our 
children. How does the time spent in day care shift the locus of childhood socialization? What might be 
the strengths and weaknesses of a childhood spent in day-care situations?

4. How important are peer groups compared to families as agents of socialization? After rereading the 
box on “Acting White,” refl ect on your own high school experiences and those of people you knew. 
Did the values and norms of the peer group confl ict with those of parents or others? If so, how did 
these differing worlds affect your reactions, thoughts, and feelings and those of your friends?

5. Think of things you have done that might have been of moral interest, telling a lie or telling an 
uncomfortable truth, cheating or not cheating on an exam (or in a relationship), revealing or refusing to 
reveal something told to you in confi dence, hazing or refusing to haze a fraternity pledge, and so on. 
Jot down your main justifi cation for each of these actions. Where would each of these justifi cations fall 
on Kohlberg’s scale? How consistent is the level of moral reasoning? Then try this same exercise asking 
someone else about similar decisions in that person’s life.
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Internet Activity ●

Visit http://mentalhelp.net/psyhelp/chap3/chap3h.htm.
This website begins with a discussion and critique of Kohlberg’s ideas on moral development. It then 

takes you to pages that allow you to write your own philosophy of life by answering a list of questions. It 
also shows you how college students 40 years ago answered these questions. Check your answers against 
theirs. Most important, ask yourself to what extent your answers can be seen as the product of socializa-
tion in a particular time and place (America around the turn of the twenty-fi rst century).

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. n; 2. e; 3. a; 4. q; 5. h; 6. c; 7. g; 8. i; 9. k; 10. b; 11. l; 12. j; 13. m; 14. o;
15. d; 16. p; 17. f; 18. r.

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. f; 2. h; 3. g; 4. e; 5. a; 6. i; 7. c; 8. d; 9. b; 10. j.

http://mentalhelp.net/psyhelp/chap3/chap3h.htm
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we try, we cannot not send a message. Activity or inactiv-
ity, words or silence all contain a message. Th ey infl uence 
others, and others respond to these messages. Th e mere 
absence of talking or taking notice of each other is no 
exception because that behavior is a message also.

When sociologists study human behavior, they are 
interested primarily in how people aff ect each other 
through their actions. Th ey look at the overt behaviors 
that produce responses from others as well as at the 
subtle cues that can result in unintended consequences. 
Human social interaction is very fl exible and quite 
unlike that of the social animals.

UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL  ●
INTERACTION

Max Weber (1922) was one of the fi rst sociologists to stress 
the importance of social interaction in the study of sociol-
ogy. He argued that the main goal of sociology is to explain 
what he called social action, a term he used to refer to any-

thing people are conscious of doing because of other people. 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Know what the major types of social interacteraction are. ◗

Understand the infl uence of context and norms in  ◗

social interaction.

Be familiar with the different types of social interaction. ◗

Understand the concepts of status and role. ◗

Know the difference between role strain and role confl ict. ◗

After graduating from college, Jason Williams 
took a job with a company that sent him on business 
trips to Asia and India. He enjoyed the opportunity to 
travel but found some of his experiences confusing. In 
Indonesia, if Jason was riding on an empty escalator, a 
stranger would walk down the steps until he was stand-
ing on the same step as him. In India, he often went to 
movies by himself. Even when there were many empty 
seats in the theater, strangers would come in and sit next 
to him. Th ey would not talk to him, but he still found it 
unnerving. He had similar experiences in the Philippines. 
He would be in an empty elevator and another person 
would come in and stand uncomfortably close to him. 
He could not wait to escape from the ride.

What Jason did not realize is that in Asia people gravi-
tate toward each other. Th ey do not necessarily want to 
speak to the stranger. Th ey merely do not want to be alone 
in public. It makes Americans like Jason uncomfortable 
to have people intrude on his space, but it is appropriate 
behavior in that part of the world. Without realizing it, 
Jason was engaging in a pattern of social interaction with 
these strangers. Most Americans use four main distance 
zones in their business and social relations: intimate, per-
sonal, social, and public. Intimate distance varies from 
direct physical contact with another person to a distance 
of 6 to 18 inches and is used for private activities with 
another close acquaintance. Personal distance varies 
from 2 to 4 feet and is the most common spacing that peo-
ple use in conversation. Th e third zone, social distance, 
is employed during business transactions or interactions 
with a clerk or salesperson. As they work with each other, 
people tend to use this distance, which is usually between 
4 and 12 feet. Public distance, used, for instance, by teach-
ers in classrooms or speakers at public gatherings, can be 
anywhere from 12 to 25 feet or more (Hall, 1969).

Jason tended to think of himself as being in the fourth 
zone and thought that the people in Asia were progress-
ing to the second or third zone. As Jason discovered, there 
is no way not to interact with others. Social interaction 
has no opposite. If we accept the fact that all social inter-
action has a message value, it follows that no matter how 

Social interaction is a central concept to understanding the 
nature of social life.
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Weber claimed that to interpret social actions, we have to 
put ourselves in the positions of the people we are study-
ing and try to understand their thoughts and motives. Th e 
German word Weber used for this is verstehen, which can 
be translated as “sympathetic understanding.”

Weber’s use of the term social action identifi es only half 
of the puzzle because it deals only with one individual 
taking others into account before acting. A social inter-

action involves two or more people taking one another into 

account. It is the interplay between the actions of these 
individuals. In this respect, social interaction is a central 
concept to understanding the nature of social life.

In this chapter, we will explain how sociologists inves-
tigate social interaction. We will start with the basic types 
of social interaction, whether verbal or nonverbal. Next, 
we will examine how social interaction aff ects those 
involved in it. We then will broaden our focus a bit and 
move on to groups and social interactions within them. 
Finally, we will look at the large groupings of people that 
make social life possible and that ultimately make up the 
social structure. In other words, we will start with social 
behavior at the most basic level and move outward to 
ever more complicated levels of social interaction.

Social interaction is a central concept to understand-
ing the nature of social life.

Contexts

Where a social interaction occurs makes a diff erence in 
what it means. Edward T. Hall (1974) identifi ed three ele-

ments that, taken together, defi ne the context of a social 

interaction: (1) the physical setting or place, (2) the social 

environment, and (3) the activities surrounding the inter-

action—preceding it, happening simultaneously with it, 

and coming after it.

Th e context of an interaction consists of many elements. 
Without knowledge of these elements, it is impossible to 

know the meaning of even the simplest interaction. For 
example, Germans and Americans treat space very diff er-
ently. Hall (1969) noted that in many ways, the diff erence 
between German and American doors gives us a clue about 
the space perceptions of these two cultures. In Germany, 
public and private buildings usually have double doors 
that create a soundproof environment. Germans feel that 
American doors, in contrast, are fl imsy and light, inad-
equate for providing the privacy that Germans require.

In American offi  ces, doors usually are kept open; in 
German offi  ces, they are kept closed. In Germany, the 
closed door does not mean that the individual wants 
to be left alone or that the people inside are planning 
something that should not be seen by others. Germans 
simply think that open doors are sloppy and disorderly. 
As Hall explained it:

I was once called in to advise a fi rm that has operations all 
over the world. One of the fi rst questions asked was, “How 
do you get the Germans to keep their doors open?” In 
this company, the open doors were making the Germans 
feel exposed and gave the whole operation an unusually 
relaxed and unbusinesslike air. Closed doors, on the other 
hand, gave the Americans the feeling that there was a 
conspiratorial air about the place and that they were 
being left out. Th e point is that whether the door is open 
or shut, it is not going to mean the same thing in the two 
countries. (Hall, 1969)

In Japan is a third view on the issue. Most Japanese 
executives prefer to share offi  ces to ensure that informa-
tion can fl ow easily and each person knows what is hap-
pening in the other’s area of responsibility. Th e Japanese 
executive does not want to risk being unaware of events 
as they are developing. Japanese fi rms have ceremonial 
rooms for receiving visitors, but few other work areas 
aff ord any privacy (Hall and Hall, 1987). (See “Global 
Sociology: Cross-Cultural Social Interaction Quiz.”)

Norms

Human behavior is not random. It is patterned and, for 
the most part, quite predictable. What makes human 
beings act predictably in certain situations? For one 
thing, there is the presence of norms, specifi c rules of 

behavior, agreed upon and shared, that prescribe limits of 

acceptable behavior.

Norms tell us the things we should both do and not do. 
In fact, our society’s norms are so much a part of us that 
we often are not aware of them until they are violated. 
Consider the unfortunate circumstances that happened 
in Suzanne Berger’s life, for example. One day, she bent 
down to pick up her child only to discover she could not 
straighten up again. In the process of bending she had 
injured her back so severely that for years thereafter she 
could neither walk nor sit for more than a few minutes. 
Traveling anywhere meant that she had to take along 
a mat and immediately lie down. In eff ect, she had to 
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The location and context in which a social interaction takes 
place make a difference in what it means.
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Saudi Arabia

An American businessman is walking down the street 
in Jeddah with a male customer.

Th e Saudi man reaches over and takes the American 
man’s hand and holds it as they continue to walk down 
the street. Th is is a sign that:

1. Th e Saudi man wants to warm his hands.
2. Th e Saudi man is gay.
3. Th e Saudi man is displaying a sign of friendship.

CORRECT ANSWER: 3. Th e American man should be 
fl attered because their relationship has progressed to 
where the Saudi man now considers him a friend.

Brazil

You walk down a busy street and see a man in a group 
forming two tubes with his hands and looking through 
them.

What is he doing?

1. Trying to read the license plate on a distant car
2. Making a joking gesture that he is a spy
3. Letting the other men know that he has spotted a 

beautiful woman

CORRECT ANSWER: 3. Th is is a common gesture men 
in Brazil use to let on that they admire an attractive 
woman.

Japan

George is in Japan on a business trip. After dinner, he 
wants to let one of the businessmen know that he likes 
him and would like to do business with him. As they 

leave the restaurant, he puts his arm around the man 
as if he were a college buddy.

How will the Japanese man respond?

1. He will like George for being so uninhibited.
2. Th e Japanese man feels very uncomfortable and 

will avoid George in the future.
3. Th e Japanese man will invite George home to meet 

the rest of the family.

CORRECT ANSWER: 2. Even though the Japanese 
might permit themselves to be jammed together in 
subway cars, they are not part of a touching society. 
Th is type of behavior would make the man feel very 
uncomfortable.

China

You walk along a street and notice that people spit on 
the sidewalk or blow their nose without a handker-
chief. Th is is considered:

1. An act of personal hygiene that rids the body of 
waste.

2. An insult to the foreigner who has just walked past.
3. Rude behavior by ignorant people.

CORRECT ANSWER: 1. Even though the Chinese gov-
ernment is trying to get people to stop doing this, it is 
still considered appropriate, much like washing your 
hands.

Sources: Roger E. Axtell, Essential Do’s and Taboos: Th e Com-

plete Guide to International Business and Leisure Travel (New 
York: John Wiley and Sons, 2007); Roger E. Axtell, Gestures: 

Th e Do’s and Taboos of Body Language around the World 
(New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1998).

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

Cross-Cultural Social Interaction Quiz

G

C

violate the norms that assume that you will not stretch 
out on the fl oor in a department store, a train station, a 
classroom, or at public events. As she described it:

Strangers try not to stare. . . . At airports and train stations, 
people have thought I was a derelict or crazy or maybe 
homeless; only the dispossessed lie on fl oors, children 
lie on fl oors, dogs lie on fl oors . . . but adults? What’s that 

woman doing over there? a security guard said at the 
airport. Dunno, leave her alone. Must be drunk. With friends 
inside my house, being down here upsets a balance of 
conviviality, of the whereness that grounds a conversation. 
I am always looking up, as though younger or subservient. 
Outside, I live down with mother-dirt, grass, the asphalt of 
the city. Wherever I go, I lie down with my mat. Hey, lady, 

what the hell you doing down there? says a child on a city 
playground. You sick? You tired? (Berger, 1996)

We also have norms that guide us in how we present 
ourselves to others. We realize that how we dress, how we 
speak, and the objects we possess relay information about 
us. In this respect, North Americans are a rather outgoing 
people. Th e Japanese have learned that it is a sign of weak-
ness to disclose too much of oneself by overt actions.

Th ey are taught very early in life that touching, laugh-
ing, crying, or speaking loudly in public are not accept-
able ways of interacting.

Not only can the norms for behavior diff er consider-
ably from one culture to another, but they also can dif-
fer within our own society. Confl icting interpretations 
of an action can exist among diff erent ethnic groups. 
Unfamiliarity with such cultural communication can lead 
to misinterpretations and even unintended insults. For 
example, African Americans and white Americans might 
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Bob’s response is quite revealing. He is puzzled and 
does not know whether John is being serious. Th e nor-
mal expectations and understandings around which 
day-to-day forms of expression occur have been chal-
lenged. Still, is it not reasonable to ask for further elab-
oration of certain statements? Obviously not, when it 
goes beyond a certain point.

Another example of the confusion brought on by 
the violation of basic understandings surfaced when 
Garfi nkel asked his students to act like boarders in their 
own homes. Th ey were to ask whether they could use the 
phone, take a drink of water, have a snack, and so on. Th e 
results were quite dramatic:

Family members were stupefi ed. Th ey vigorously sought 
to make the strange actions intelligible and to restore the 
situation to normal appearances. Reports were fi lled with 
accounts of astonishment, shock, anxiety, embarrassment, 
and anger and with charges by various family members 
that the student was mean, inconsiderate, selfi sh, nasty, 
or impolite. Family members demanded explanations: 
“What’s the matter?” “What’s gotten into you?” “Did you 
get fi red?” “Are you sick?” “What are you being so superior 
about?” “Why are you mad?” “Are you out of your mind?” 
“Are you stupid?” One student acutely embarrassed his 
mother in front of her friends by asking if she minded if 
he had a little snack from the refrigerator. “Mind if you 
have a little snack? You’ve been eating little snacks around 
here for years without asking me. What’s gotten into you?” 
(Garfi nkel, 1972)

Ethnomethodology seeks to make us more aware 
of the subtle devices we use in creating the realities to 
which we respond. Th ese realities are often intrinsic in 
human nature rather than imposed from outside infl u-
ences. Ethnomethodology addresses questions about 
the nature of social reality and how we participate in its 
construction.

Dramaturgy

People create impressions, and others respond with their 
own impressions. Erving Goff man (1959, 1963, 1971) con-
cluded that a central feature of human interaction is impres-
sion formation—the attempt to present oneself to others 
in a particular way. Goff man believed that much human 
interaction can be studied and analyzed on the basis of 
principles derived from the theater. Th is approach, known 
as dramaturgy, states that to create an impression, people 

play roles, and their performance is judged by others who are 

alert to any slips that might reveal the actor’s true character. 
For example, a job applicant at an interview tries to appear 
composed, self-confi dent, and capable of handling the 
position’s responsibilities. Th e interviewer is watching for 
whether the applicant is really able to work under pressure 
and perform the necessary functions of the job.

Most interactions require a person to undertake some 
type of play-acting to present an image that will bring about 

have diff erent interpretations of particular styles of dress 
or nonverbal behaviors. Among African Americans, listen-
ers are expected to avert their eyes from the speaker and 
in doing so are showing respect. Among white Americans, 
looking at the speaker directly is seen as a sign of respect, 
and looking away can indicate disinterest or boredom.

Let us assume that a white teacher is speaking directly 
to an African-American boy. Th e youngster might avert 
his eyes as she is speaking. Th e teacher might think he is 
not listening. Worse yet, she might say something like, 
“Look at me when I speak to you,” and the boy will be 
even more confused. He might have been led to believe 
that looking at the teacher for an extended time would 
be regarded as a challenge to her authority.

Sociologists thus need to understand the norms that 
guide people’s behavior because without this knowledge, 
it is impossible to understand social interaction.

Ethnomethodology

Many of the social actions we engage in every day 
are commonplace events. Th ey tend to be taken for 
granted and rarely are examined or considered. Harold 
Garfi nkel (1967) has proposed that studying the com-
monplace is important. Th e things we take for granted 
have a tremendous hold over us because we accept their 
demands without question or conscious consideration. 
Ethnomethodology is the study of the sets of rules or 

guidelines that individuals use to initiate behavior, respond 

to behavior, and modify behavior in social settings.

For ethnomethodologists, all social interactions are 
equally important because they provide information 
about a society’s unwritten rules for social behavior—
the shared knowledge that is basic to social life.

Garfi nkel asked his students to participate in a num-
ber of experiments in which the researcher would vio-
late some of the basic understandings among people. 
For example, when two people hold a conversation, each 
assumes that certain things are perfectly clear and obvi-
ous and do not need further elaboration. Examine the 
following conversation and notice what happens when 
one individual violates some of these expectations:

Bob:  “Th at was a very interesting sociology class we had 
yesterday.”

John: “How was it interesting?”

Bob:  “Well, we had a lively discussion about deviant 
behavior, and everyone seemed to get involved.”

John:  “I’m not certain I know what you mean. How was the 
discussion lively? How were people involved?”

Bob:  “You know, they really participated and seemed to get 
caught up in the discussion.”

John:  “Yes, you said that before, but I want to know what 
you mean by lively and interesting.”

Bob:  “What’s wrong with you? You know what I mean. Th e 
class was interesting. I’ll see you later.”
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Can you spot a person who is lying? Do liars always 
look to the left or down? Do they cover their mouths? 
Do they fi dget or do they hold very still? Do they cross 
their legs or cross their arms? Do they look you in the 
eye or do they fail to make eye contact? All of these 
are things, people claim, are sure signs that a person 
is lying.

Charles Bond, a researcher who studied 2,520 adults 
in sixty-three countries, found that more than 70% 
thought liars tend to look away. Most also believed that 
liars squirm, stutter, touch or scratch themselves, or 
tell longer stories than usual. Every culture seems to 
have certain liar stereotypes. Yet, there is no reason to 
believe any of this is true. Bond found that just as there 
are many kinds of liars, there are many ways to lie, and 
there is no clear tip-off .

Most people think they are pretty good at spotting 
liars, yet that is not correct. No more than 5% of us 
seem to be good at spotting liars; the rest of us per-
form not much better than chance. Even people who 
you would think are experienced lie catchers, such as 
judges and customs offi  cials, perform as poorly as the 
rest of us. We could probably fl ip a coin and get the 
same results.

Lying is an important part of social interaction. 
Th ere are at least 112 English words for lying, includ-
ing deception, collusion, fakery, and prevarication, 
indicating that lying is an important part of social 
interaction. Can you imagine always telling the 
truth? You would have to tell people you don’t like 
them, they made stupid choices in clothes, or they 
have bad breath. Surely, you would leave lots of hurt 
feeling in your wake. You would also have to reveal 
things about yourself that you might want to keep 

private. Everyone would have access to your inner-
most thoughts and feelings. Th ink about what you 
would really say the next time someone asked, “How 
are you?” Most likely, just saying “Fine” or “OK” would 
be a lie.

We begin to understand what a lie is at about the 
age of three or four. Th at’s when we realize that what 
we might be thinking is diff erent from what others 
are thinking. Lying means we know something that 
others do not know. After a while, lying becomes part 
of our normal social interaction.

How can you become better at spotting liars? 
Th ere are certain things you should look for. If the 
person’s voice, hand movements, and posture do 
not seem to fi t with what they are describing, that 
might be a clue. Getting agitated about what should 
be a calm description might be part of the lie. If the 
person’s speech pattern or use of gestures is diff er-
ent than usual, they might be lying. When people lie, 
they tend to use distancing language with fewer fi rst-
person pronouns and more in the third person. Th ey 
might also stall for time as they fi gure out what they 
want to say. Th ey might ask for clarifi cation for what 
might seem like a clear question, or they might repeat 
the question.

As Mark Twain pointed out, “Everybody lies every 
day; every hour; awake; asleep; in his dreams; in his 
joy; in his mourning.”

Sources: Charles F. Bond Jr. and Bella M. DePaulo, “In-
dividual Diff erences in Judging Deception: Accuracy and 
Bias,” Psychological Bulletin 134, no. 4 (July 2008): 477–492; 
Robin Marantz Henig, “Looking for the Lie,” New York Times, 
 February 5, 2006, pp. 47–53, 76, 80.
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the desired behavior from others. Dramaturgy sees these 
interactions as governed by planned behavior designed to 
enable an individual to present a particular image to oth-
ers. (For a discussion of how successful we might be when 
judging the truthfulness of others’ image presentation, see 
“Day-to-Day Sociology: Can You Spot a Liar?”)

TYPES OF SOCIAL INTERACTION ●

When two individuals are in each other’s presence, they 
inevitably aff ect each other. Th ey might do so intention-
ally, as when one person asks the other for change for 
a dollar, or they might do so unintentionally, as when 
two people drift toward opposite sides of the elevator 

in which they are riding. Whether intentional or unin-
tentional, both behaviors represent types of social 
interaction.

Nonverbal Behavior

Many researchers have focused our attention on how 
we communicate with one another by using body move-
ments. Th is study of body movements, known as kine-

sics, attempts to examine how such things as “slight 
head nods, yawns, postural shifts, and other nonverbal 
cues, whether spontaneous or deliberate, aff ect commu-
nication” (Samovar, Porter, and Jain, 1981).

Our culture has taught us a variety of appropriate 
communication procedures. When they are followed 
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Once in this position, he would stop. His behavior was 
explained when I learned that for the Arabs to view the 
other person peripherally is regarded as impolite, and 
to sit or stand back-to-back is considered very rude. You 
must be involved when interacting with Arabs who are 
friends. (Hall, 1969)

Eye contact is another area where cultural diff erences 
are likely to show up. Samovar, Porter, and Jain explain 
that in the United States, the following has been noted:

 1. We tend to look at our communication partner 
more when we are listening than when we are 
talking. Th e search for words frequently fi nds us, as 
speakers, looking into space, as if to fi nd the words 
imprinted somewhere out there.

 2. Th e more rewarding we fi nd the speaker’s message 
to be, the more we will look at him or her.

 3. Th e amount of eye contact we try to establish 
with other people is determined in part by our 
perception of their status. . . . When we address 
someone we regard as having high status, we 
attempt a modest-to-high degree of eye contact.

But when we address a person of low status, we 
make very little eff ort to maintain eye contact.

 4. We tend to feel discomfort if someone gazes at us 
for longer than ten seconds at a time.

Th ese notions of eye contact found in the United 
States diff er from those of other societies. In Japan and 
China, for example, “it is considered rude to look into 
another person’s eyes during conversation.” Looking 
away is a sign of deference in Japan. Some Japanese may 
actually close their eyes when thinking deeply and con-
centrating on an important point (Neuliep, 2008).

Arabs, in contrast, use personal space very diff erently; 
they stand very close to the person they are talking to and 
stare directly into the eyes. Arabs believe that the eyes are 
a “key to a person’s being and that looking deeply into 
another’s eyes allows one to see another’s soul.”

Th e proscribed relationships between males and 
females in a culture also infl uence eye contact. Asian cul-
tures, for example, consider it “taboo for women to look 
straight into the eyes of males. Most men, out of respect 
for this cultural characteristic, do not stare directly at 
women.” French men, on the other hand, accept staring 
as a cultural norm and often stare at women in public 
(Axtell, 1998; Samovar, Porter, and Jain, 1981).

Th ere are also cultural diff erences in the use of hand 
and arm movements as a means of communication. 
We all are aware of the diff erent gestures for derision. 
For some European cultures, it is a closing fi st with the 
thumb protruding between the index and middle fi n-
gers. Th e Russian expresses this same attitude by mov-
ing one index fi nger horizontally across the other.

In the United States, we can indicate that things are 
okay by making a circle with the thumb and index fi nger 
while extending the others. If you make this gesture in 

we feel comfortable with the other person. When not 
it seems like something is out of place. In the United 
States we think of side-by-side conversation as imper-
sonal, to be used when speaking to someone standing 
next to us at a public event. When we arrange ourselves 
at a 90 degree angle with another person we are likely to 
feel closed to the other person and share more personal 
information. You are likely to do this at a social gather-
ing where you and a friend can speak to each other, but 
also watch what is going on in the room. Th e most inti-
mate kind of communication is face-to-face interaction, 
which gives you much more information about what the 
other person might be thinking and feeling. You are com-
fortable doing this with someone you know, but may feel 
awkward if you are forced to communicate in this man-
ner with a stranger. All of this becomes even more com-
plex as we move from one culture to the other and try 
to use communication patterns that may be natural to 
us, but not to the person from another back ground. For 
example, the anthropologist Edward Hall commented:

. . . it used to puzzle me that a special Arab friend seemed 
unable to walk and talk at the same time. After years in 
the United States, he could not bring himself to stroll 
along, facing forward while talking. Our progress would 
be arrested while he edged ahead, cutting slightly in front 
of me and turning sideways so we could see each other. 

The use of hand and arm movements, eye contact, and norms 
of nonverbal behavior are markedly different for Arab adults 
than they are for Americans.
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Th e fact that confl ict often leads to unhappiness 
and violence causes many people to view it negatively. 
However, confl ict appears to be inevitable in human soci-
ety. A stable society is not a society without confl icts but, 
rather, one that has developed methods for resolving its 
confl icts by justly resolving them or brutally suppressing 
them temporarily. For example, Lewis Coser (1956, 1967) 
pointed out that confl ict can be a positive force in soci-
ety. Th e American civil rights movement in the 1950s and 
1960s might have seemed threatening and disruptive to 
many people at the time, but it helped bring about impor-
tant social changes that led to greater social stability.

Coercion involves the use of power regarded as ille-
gitimate by those on whom it is exerted. Th e stronger 
party can impose its will on the weaker, as in the case 
of a parent using the threat of punishment to impose a 
curfew on an adolescent. Coercion rests on force or the 
threat of force, but usually, it operates more subtly.

Competition

Th e fi fth type of social interaction, competition, is a 

form of confl ict in which individuals or groups confi ne 

their confl ict within agreed-upon rules.

Competition is a common form of interaction in the 
modern world—not only on the sports fi eld but in the 
marketplace, the education system, and the political 
system. American presidential elections, for example, 
are based on competition. Candidates for each party 
compete throughout the primaries, and, eventually, one 
candidate is selected to represent each of the major par-
ties. Th e competition grows even more intense as the 
remaining candidates battle directly against each other 
to persuade a nation of voters that he or she is the best 
person for the presidency.

Japan, you are signifying “money.” And, in Arab coun-
tries, if you bare your teeth while making this gesture, 
you are displaying “extreme hostility.”

In the United States, we say good-bye or farewell by 
waving the hand and arm up and down. If you wave 
this way in South America, you might discover that 
the other person is not leaving but moving toward you. 
Th at is because in many countries, the gesture we use 
as a sign of leaving actually means “come.” Eye contact 
is another area in which some interesting fi ndings have 
been reported.

Exchange

When people do something for each other with the express 

purpose of receiving a reward or return, they are involved 

in an exchange interaction.
Most employer–employee relationships are exchange 

relationships. Th e employee does the job and is rewarded 
with a salary. Th e reward in an exchange interaction, 
however, need not always be material; it can also be 
based on emotions such as gratitude.

For example, if you visit a sick friend, help someone 
with a heavy package at the supermarket, or help some-
one solve a problem, you will expect these people to feel 
grateful to you.

Sociologist Peter Blau (1964) pointed out that 
exchange is the most basic form of social interaction. He 
believes social exchange can be observed everywhere 
after we are sensitized to it.

Cooperation

A cooperative interaction occurs when people act toge-

ther to promote common interests or achieve shared goals. 
Th e members of a basketball team pass to one another, 
block off  opponents for one another, rebound, and assist 
one another to achieve a common goal—winning the 
game. Likewise, family members cooperate to promote 
their interests as a family—the husband and wife both 
might hold jobs as well as share in household duties, 
and the children might help out by mowing the lawn 
and washing the dishes. College students often cooper-
ate by studying together for tests. (For a discussion of 
how laughter facilitates cooperation, see Day to Day 
Sociology: Laugh and the World Laughs With You.”)

Confl ict

In a cooperative interaction, people join forces to achieve 
a common goal. By contrast, people in confl ict struggle 
with one another for some commonly prized object or 
value. In most confl ict relationships, only one person 
can gain at someone else’s expense. Confl icts arise when 
people or groups have incompatible values or when 
the rewards or resources available to a society or its 
members are limited. Th us, confl ict usually involves an 
attempt to gain or use power.
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Spontaneous cooperation that arises from the needs of a 
particular situation is the oldest and most natural form of 
cooperation.
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spend most of our time in some kind of group situation. 
How we behave in these situations is generally deter-
mined by two factors—the statuses we occupy and the 
roles we play—which together constitute the main com-
ponents of what sociologists call social organization.

ELEMENTS OF SOCIAL INTERACTION ●

People do not interact with one another as anonymous 
beings. Th ey come together in the context of specifi c 
environments and with specifi c purposes. Th eir interac-
tions involve behaviors associated with defi ned statuses 
and particular roles. Th ese statuses and roles help pat-
tern our social interactions and provide predictability.

Statuses

Statuses are socially defi ned positions that people occupy. 
Common statuses can pertain to religion, education, eth-
nicity, and occupation, for example, Protestant, college 

Some types of relationships might span the entire 
range of focused interactions; an excellent example 
is marriage. Husbands and wives cooperate in house-
hold chores and responsibilities. Th ey also engage in 
exchange interactions. Married people often discuss 
their problems with each other—the partner whose 
role is listener at one time will expect the spouse to pro-
vide a sympathetic ear at another time. Married people 
also experience confl icts in their relationship. A couple 
might have a limited amount of money set aside, and 
each might want to use it for a diff erent purpose. Unless 
they can agree on a third, mutually desirable use for the 
money, one spouse will gain at the other’s expense, and 
the marriage might suff er. Th e husband and wife whose 
marriage is irreversibly damaged might fi nd themselves 
in direct competition. If they wish to separate or divorce, 
their confl ict will be regulated according to legal and 
judicial rules.

Th rough the course of our lifetimes, we constantly are 
involved in several types of social interaction because we 

Why do people laugh? It is possible that laughing 
started out as a community’s shared sign of relief 
after some passing danger. Th e group would be sig-
naling, “We can now let our guard down and relax.” 
You will notice that when people laugh, the muscles 
in their body do, in fact, relax. And we have all heard 
stories of people who have laughed so hard they fell 
over or worse. Th e relaxation might also encourage 
us to trust those we are sharing the laugh with.

Most laughter is not about something particu-
larly funny. Laughing is a social event. Studies have 
shown that people are 30 times more likely to laugh 
when they are with others than when they are alone. 
Laughter helps strengthen our social bonds with 
others. When people are in a group that is laughing, 
they join in so as not to feel left out. Th e more every-
one laughs, the stronger the bonds become. Most 
of this laughter is not really in response to a formal 
eff ort at telling a joke. Most of the time, the laughter 
is after a fairly innocuous comment such as, “Wow, 
look what he’s wearing” or “Gee, tell me how I can be 
so lucky too.”

Laughter is contagious, and from the earliest days 
of television, the comedy shows have known that 
they seem funnier when they have a laugh track. Th e 
discovery was made by accident in 1950 when a show 
tried to make up for not having a live audience by 
using recorded laughter. Ever since then, the laugh 

track has been one of the few unchanging aspects of 
television.

Laughter can change the behavior of others. It 
helps make threatening or embarrassing situations 
more comfortable. Laughter can also be a way of 
defl ecting anger. If the threatening person laughs, it 
lowers the risk of a confrontation. Th e person is say-
ing, “Th is is not as serious as you thought.”

Laughter however, is related to power. In the work-
place, the boss or those with more control use humor 
more than subordinates. In those types of situations, 
controlling what is considered funny becomes a way 
of exercising power. Because men often have more 
power than women, we see women laughing signifi -
cantly more when the speaker is a man than when it 
is a woman. In mixed-gender audiences, both men 
and women laugh more when the speaker is a male 
than when it is a female. Th is makes it tough for 
female comedians.

Th e more we examine the role of laughter in social 
situations, the more complicated we will see it is. In 
some situations, laughter can be an aggressive act, a 
sign of winning, or a way of controlling the situation. 
It can be used to boast about a triumph and belittle 
a competitor.

Robert A. Provine, Laughter: A Scientifi c Investigation (New 
York: Penguin Books, 2000).
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fulfi ll the roles of the statuses they would like to occupy. 
Ex-convicts who are good machinists or house painters 
might fi nd employers unwilling to hire them because of 
their police records. Because the label criminal can stay 

graduate, African American, and teacher. Statuses exist 
independently of the specifi c people who occupy them 
(Linton, 1936). For example, our society recognizes the 
status of politician.

Many people occupy that status, including President 
Barak Obama, Senator Al Franken, Senator Barbara 
Boxer, and Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger. New 
politicians appear; others retire or lose popularity or 
are defeated, but the status, as the culture defi nes it, 
remains essentially unchanged. Th e same is true for all 
other statuses: occupational statuses such as doctor, 
computer analyst, bank teller, police offi  cer, butcher, 
insurance adjuster, thief, and prostitute; and nonoc-
cupational statuses such as son and daughter, jogger, 
friend, Little League coach, neighbor, gang leader, and 
mental patient.

It is important to remember that from a sociologi-
cal point of view, status does not refer—as it does in 
common usage—to the idea of prestige, even though 
diff erent statuses often do contain diff ering degrees 
of prestige. In the United States, for example, research 
has shown that the status of Supreme Court justice has 
more prestige than that of physician, which in turn has 
more prestige than that of sociologist (Nakao, Keoko, 
and Treas, 1993).

People generally occupy more than one status at a 
time. Consider yourself, for example: You are someone’s 
daughter or son, a full-time or part-time college student, 
perhaps also a worker, a licensed car driver, a member 
of a church or synagogue, and so forth. Sometimes, one 
of the statuses a person occupies seems to dominate the 
others in patterning that person’s life; such a status is 
called a master status. For example, Barak Obama has 
occupied a number of diverse statuses: husband, father, 
United States senator, and presidential candidate. After 
January 20, 2009, however, his master status was that of 
president of the United States because it governed his 
actions more than did any other status he occupied at 
the time. A person’s master status will change many 
times in the course of his or her life cycle. Right now, 
your master status probably is that of college student.

Five years from now, it might be graduate student, 
artist, lawyer, spouse, or parent. Figure 5-1 illustrates the 
diff erent statuses occupied by a 35-year-old woman who 
is an executive at a major television network. Although 
she occupies many statuses at once, her master status is 
that of vice-president for programming.

In some situations, a person’s master status can have 
a negative infl uence on the person’s life. For example, 
people who have followed what their culture considers 
a deviant lifestyle might fi nd that their master status is 
labeled according to their deviant behavior. Th ose who 
have been identifi ed as ex-convicts are likely to be so 
classifi ed no matter what other statuses they occupy. 
Th ey will be thought of as ex-convict painters, ex- 
convict machinists, ex-convict-writers, and so on. Th eir 
master status has a negative eff ect on their ability to 

Pianist

Sister

Guest
lecturer

Author

Mother

Wife Vice-president
for

programming

Volunteer
campaign

worker

FIGURE 5–1 Status and Master Status
Generally, each individual occupies many statuses at one time. The statuses of a 
female executive at major television network include author, wife, mother, pianist, and 
so on. Other statuses could be added to this list. However, one status—vice-president 
for programming—is most important in patterning this woman’s life. Sociologists call 
such a status a master status.

This woman’s ascribed status is female; her achieved status is 
based on her profession.
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must become well versed in these rights and obligations 
because your life might depend on them. Every driver 
has the right to expect other drivers not to try to pass 
when the race has been interrupted by a yellow fl ag 
because of danger. Turned around, each driver has the 
obligation not to pass other drivers under yellow-fl ag 
conditions. A driver also has a right to expect race com-
mittee members to enforce the rules and spectators to 
stay off  the raceway. On the other hand, a driver has an 
obligation to the owner of the car to try hard to win.

In the case of our television executive, she has the 
right to expect to be paid on time, to be provided with 
good-quality scripts and staff  support, and to make deci-
sions about the use of her budget. On the other hand, 
she has the obligation to act in the best interest of the 
network, to meet schedules, to stay within her budget, 
and to treat her employees fairly. What is important is 
that all these rights and obligations are part of the roles 
associated with the status of vice-president for pro-
gramming. Th ey exist without regard to the particular 
individuals whose behavior they guide (see Figure 5-2).

A status can include a number of roles, and each 
role will be appropriate to a specifi c social context. For 
example, as the child of a military offi  cer, Kay Redfi eld 
Jamison found that children had to learn the importance 
of statuses and roles and the proper behavior to be dis-
played toward those who occupied those positions.

[Th e] Cotillion was where offi  cers’ children were supposed 
to learn the fi ne points of manners, dancing, white gloves, 
and other unrealities of life. It also was where children were 

with individuals throughout their lives, the criminal jus-
tice system is reluctant to label juvenile off enders or to 
open their records to the courts. Juvenile court fi les are 
usually kept secret and often permanently sealed when 
the person reaches age 18.

Some statuses, called ascribed statuses, are conferred 

upon us by virtue of birth or other signifi cant factors not 

controlled by our own actions or decisions; people occupy 

them regardless of their intentions. Certain family posi-
tions, such as that of daughter or son, are typical ascribed 
statuses, as are one’s gender and ethnic or racial identity. 
Other statuses, called achieved statuses, are acquired 

as a result of the individual’s actions—student, professor, 
garage mechanic, race car driver, artist, prisoner, bus 
driver, husband, wife, mother, or father.

Roles

Statuses alone are static—nothing more than social cat-
egories into which people are put. Roles bring statuses 
to life, making them dynamic. As Robert Linton (1936) 
observed, you occupy a status, but you play a role. Roles 
are the culturally defi ned rules for proper behavior that 

are associated with every status.

Roles may be thought of as collections of rights and 
obligations. For example, to be a race car driver, you 
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Relatively rapid social change is making less predictable the types of behavior that go along with gender roles.
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behaviors depend on the statuses of the other people 
with whom he or she is interacting. For example, as a col-
lege student, you behave one way toward other students 
and another way toward professors. Similarly, professors 
behave one way toward other professors, another way 
toward students, and yet a third way toward deans. So the 
role behavior we expect in any given situation depends 
on the pairs of statuses that the interacting individuals 
occupy. Th is means that role behavior really is defi ned by 
the rights and obligations that are assigned to statuses 
when they are paired with one another (see Figure 5-3).

It would be diffi  cult to describe the wide-ranging, 
unorganized assortment of role behaviors associated 
with the status of television vice-president for program-
ming. Sociologists fi nd it more useful to describe the 
specifi c behavior expected of a network television vice-
president for programming interacting with diff erent 
people. Such a role set would include the following:

Vice-president for programming/network president

Vice-president for programming/other vice-presidents

Vice-president for programming/script writer

Vice-president for programming/administrative 
assistant

Vice-president for programming/television star

Vice-president for programming/journalist

Vice-president for programming/producer

Vice-president for programming/sponsor

Vice-president for programming

Th e vice-president’s role behavior in each case would be dif-
ferent, meshing with the role behavior of the individual(s) 
occupying the other status in each pairing (Merton, 1969).

supposed to learn, as if the preceding fourteen or fi fteen years 
hadn’t already made it painfully clear, that generals outrank 
colonels, who, in turn, outrank majors and captains and 
lieutenants, and everyone, but everyone, outranks children. 
Within the ranks of children, boys always outrank girls.

One way of grinding this particularly irritating pecking 
order into the young girls was to teach them the old and 
ridiculous art of curtsying. It is hard to imagine that anyone 
in her right mind would fi nd curtsying an even vaguely 
tolerable thing to do. But having been given the benefi ts of a 
liberal education by a father with strongly  nonconforming 
views and behaviors, it was beyond belief to me that I would 
seriously be expected to do this. I saw the line of crisply 
crinolined girls in front of me and watched each of them 
curtsying neatly. “Sheep,” I thought, “Sheep.” Th en it was my 
turn. Something inside of me came to a complete boil. It 
was one too many times watching one too many girls being 
expected to acquiesce; far more infuriating, it was one too 
many times watching girls willingly go along with the rites 
of submission. I refused. A slight matter, perhaps, in any 
other world, but within the world of military custom and 
protocol—where symbols and obedience were everything, 
and where a child’s misbehavior could jeopardize a father’s 
promotion—it was a declaration of war. Refusing to obey 
an adult, however absurd the request, simply wasn’t done. 
Miss Courtnay, our dancing teacher, glared. I refused again. 
She said she was very sure that Colonel Jamison would be 
terribly upset by this. I was, I said, very sure that Colonel 
Jamison couldn’t care less. I was wrong. (Jamison, 1995)

Role Sets

All the roles attached to a single status are known col-
lectively as a role set. However, not every role in a par-
ticular role set is enacted all the time. An individual’s role 

Vice-president
for

programming

Attend
meetings

Make
programming

decisions

Evaluate
market

research

Make the
budget

View
pilots

FIGURE 5–2 Status and Roles
The status of vice-president for programming at a major television network has 
several roles attached to it, including attending meetings, making programming 
decisions, and so on.
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Producer

Sponsor

Research
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Director

Administrative
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Network
president

Writer

FIGURE 5–3 Role Sets
People’s role behaviors change according to the statuses of the other people with 
whom they interact. The female vice-president for programming will adopt somewhat 
different roles depending on the statuses of the various people with whom she inter-
acts at the station: a writer, a journalist, her assistants, and so on.
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Role Confl ict

An individual who is occupying more than one status at a 

time and who is unable to enact the role of one status with-

out violating that of another status is encountering role 

confl ict. Not long ago, pregnancy was considered wom-
en’s work. An expectant father was expected to get his wife 
to the hospital on time and to pace the waiting room, anx-
iously awaiting the nurse’s report on the sex of the baby and 
its health. Today, men are encouraged and even expected 
to participate fully in the pregnancy and the birth of the 
child. A role confl ict arises, however, in that although the 
new father is expected to be involved, his involvement is 
defi ned along male gender-role lines. He is expected to be 
helpful, supportive, and essentially a stabilizing force. He 
is not allowed to indicate that he is frightened, nervous, or 
possibly angry about the baby. His role as a male, even in 
twenty fi rst–century American society, confl icts with his 
feelings as a new father (Shapiro, 1987).

As society becomes more complex, individuals 
occupy increasing numbers of statuses. Th is increases 

Role Strain

Even though most people try to enact their roles as they 
are expected to, they sometimes fi nd it diffi  cult.

When a single role has confl icting demands attached to 

it, individuals who play that role experience role strain 
(Goode, 1960). For example, the captain of a freighter 
is expected to be sure the ship sails only when it is in 
safe condition, but the captain also is expected to meet 
the company’s delivery schedule because a day’s delay 
could cost the company thousands of dollars. Th ese two 
expectations can exert competing pulls on the captain, 
especially when some defect is reported such as a mal-
function in the ship’s radar system. Th e stress of these 
competing pulls is not due to the captain’s personality, 
but, rather, is built into the nature of the role expectations 
attached to the captain’s status. Th erefore, sociologists 
describe the captain’s experience of stress as role strain. 
(For a special type of role strain created by a culture of 
honor, see “Sociology in Strange Places: Southerners Are 
Really Friendly until You Disrespect Th em.”)

No matter what region of the country you hail from, 
chances are you’ve heard a stereotype about the cul-
ture and personalities of the people from your area. 
New Yorkers are pushy. Californians are fl aky. New 
Englanders are standoffish. Texans are arrogant. 
Oregonians are tree-huggers. But if you tell Southerners 
that they’re more violent than their neighbors to the 
north, you might just have a fi ght on your hands.

Still, there’s evidence that the characterization 
might be more than just a regional slur. In their book, 
Culture of Honor: Th e Psychology of Violence in the South, 
authors Richard E. Nisbett and Dov Cohen argue that 
the diff erence in the two regions’ propensity toward 
violence might stem from culturally acquired beliefs 
about personal honor that are more embedded in the 
residents of the South than in those of their northern 
peers. Southerners fi ercely believe that a person’s rep-
utation is important and worth defending. As a result, 
a comment that might be tolerated in Trenton might 
escalate to lethal violence in Tuscaloosa.

Nisbett and Cohen marshall some impressive evi-
dence to support their hypothesis. Th ey cite the fact that 
in the South, murder rates are higher than in the North 
for arguments among friends and acquaintances—
where someone’s honor is at stake—but not for kill-
ings committed in the course of other felonies such 
as knocking off  a convenience store, where there’s no 
relationship with the victim. Per capita income, hot 

weather, nor a history of slavery can explain these 
diff erences.

Th e authors also tested to see what kinds of trig-
gers led to violent responses by asking Northerners 
and Southerners to read vignettes in which a man’s 
honor was challenged. Southern respondents were 
much more likely to justify a violent response to an 
insult, saying a guy “wouldn’t be much of a man” if he 
wasn’t willing to fi ght.

Nisbett and Cohen have an interesting theory about 
the origins of such attitudes. Many of the South’s early 
settlers were Scots-Irish livestock herders. Because it’s 
easy to steal sheep or cows in sparsely populated rural 
areas, people in herding cultures often cultivate a repu-
tation for being trigger-happy hotheads as a deterrent 
to theft. Th is theory gains credence from the fact that 
Southern white homicide rates are high in poor, rural 
regions but not in more affl  uent, densely populated 
areas. Th e Scots-Irish code of honor, unfortunately, is 
less useful when it involves two guys trading insults in 
a bar rather than two men fi ghting over a heifer.

Sources: Richard E. Nisbett and Dov Cohen, Culture of 

Honor: Th e Psychology of Violence in the South (Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press, 1996); Dov Cohen, Joseph Vandello, 
Sylvia Puente, and Adrian Rantilla, “ ‘When You Call Me 
Th at, Smile!’ How Norms of Politeness, Interaction Styles, 
and Aggression Work Together in Southern Culture,” Social 

Psychology Quarterly 62, no. 3 (1999): 257–275.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Southerners Are Really Friendly until You Disrespect Them
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People come together in the context of specifi c envi-• 
ronments, with specifi c purposes and specifi c social 
characteristics.

Statuses and roles are some of the most important • 
social characteristics.

Statuses are socially defi ned positions that people • 
occupy, in a group or society, that help determine 
how they interact with one another.

Statuses exist independent of the specifi c people • 
who occupy them.

Roles are the culturally defi ned rules for proper • 
behavior that are associated with every status.

A role is basically a collection of rights and • 
obligations.

Statuses and roles help defi ne our social interactions • 
and provide predictability.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to help 
you complete that special project or do some research 
on your own.

the chances for role confl ict, which is one of the major 
sources of stress in modern society.

Role Playing

Th e roles we play can have a profound infl uence on both 
our attitudes and our behavior. Playing a new social 
role often feels awkward at fi rst, and we might feel we 
are just acting—pretending to be something that we are 
not. However, many sociologists feel that the roles a per-
son plays are the person’s only true self. Peter Berger’s 
(1963) explanation of role playing goes further: Th e roles 
we play can transform not only our actions but also 
ourselves.

One feels more ardent by kissing, more humble by 
kneeling, and more angry by shaking one’s fi st—that is, 
the kiss not only expresses ardor but creates it. Roles carry 
with them both certain actions and emotions and atti-
tudes that belong to these actions. Th e professor putting 
on an act that pretends to wisdom comes to feel wise.

SUMMARY ■

Humans are symbolic creatures, and everything they • 
do conveys a message to others.

Whether we intend it or not, other people take • 
account of our behavior.

Most Americans distinguish among intimate, per-• 
sonal, social, and public distance.

People do not interact with each other as anony-• 
mous beings.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER FIVE STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

a. Social action f. Kinesics k. Achieved status
b. Social interaction g. Exchange interaction l. Roles
c. Norms h. Status m. Role set
d. Ethnomethodology i. Master status n. Role confl ict
e. Dramaturgy j. Ascribed status o. Role strain

     1. Specifi c rules of behavior that are agreed upon and shared and that prescribe limits of accept-
able behavior

     2. Something done toward another person for the purpose of receiving some reward from that 
person

     3. The study of the sets of rules or guidelines that individuals use to initiate behavior, respond to 
behavior, and modify behavior

     4. Anything people are conscious of doing because of other people
     5. The study of how slight nods, yawns, postural shifts, nonverbal cues, and other body move-

ments affect behavior
     6. Of the many statuses a person occupies, the one that seems to dominate the others in pattern-

ing a person’s life
     7. A status occupied as a result of an individual’s actions
     8. Culturally defi ned rules for proper behavior that are associated with every status
     9. Confl icting demands attached to the same role
     10. An inability to enact the roles of one status without violating those of another status
     11. Use of the framework of theater, performance, and role to understand people’s behavior
     12. A status conferred on a person because of unchangeable qualities (sex, race, and so on) rather 

than because of his or her actions
     13. Two or more people taking one another into account
     14. All the roles associated with a particular status
     15. A socially defi ned position in a social system

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

a. Edward T. Hall c. Harold Garfi nkel
b. Erving Goffman d. Max Weber

     1. Sociological theorist who emphasized sympathetic understanding (verstehen) in studying inter-
action

     2. A pioneer in studying the context of social interaction
     3. Proposed that it was important to study the commonplace aspects of everyday life
     4. Developed an approach that focused on how people try to create a favorable impression of 

themselves and the manner in which others judge their performances.
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Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions posed below.

1. Differentiate between role strain and role confl ict:  _______________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

a. What might be two forms of role strain facing a female college professor?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. What are the sources of these role strains?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. How might the individual resolve these strains?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Consider the kinds of interactions in a family.

a. What activities in a family illustrate exchange behaviors?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. What activities in a family illustrate confl ict behaviors? 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. What activities in a family illustrate competitive behaviors? 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. List the four major types of social distance zones outlined in your text.

(1)  ___________________________________ (2)  ________________________________
(3)  ___________________________________ (4)  ________________________________

a.  Assuming you were to violate each form of social distance zone, which violation would you defi ne as 

most serious?  ___________________________________________________________________________

b. What factors might infl uence an audience witnessing your violation to regard your behavior as serious?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What is the difference between an achieved status and an ascribed status?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

In which types of situations is it legitimate to think more in terms of ascribed than achieved status?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________
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5. What is “master status” and what diffi culties can it create in social interaction?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Following your text’s discussion of the four social distances most Americans use in business and 
social relations (intimate, personal, social, and public), conduct your own ethnomethodological 
study by adopting a personal distance incongruent with the setting in which you are interacting. 
For example, with a close acquaintance, begin a conversation while standing face-to-face. As your 
conversation unfolds, begin backing away and increase your distance from the customary 6 to 18 
inches to 2½ to 4 feet, then to more than 4 feet. What happened to the conversation? What was 
the reaction of your acquaintance? Hypothesize what might have happened if you had elected to 
use an intimate personal distance within a public distance setting, for example, at a department or 
grocery store. How might a salesperson or store clerk have reacted if you had begun to move as 
close as 6 to 18 inches?

2. Attend a meeting of an international students’ organization at your college or university. Observe not 
only the public and personal conversational distances engaged in by the students but also try to deter-
mine whether these distances vary by the country the students come from. After the meeting, approach 
several of the international students and ask them whether they have noticed any differences in the use 
of personal space among students in their home country and in the United States. If the opportunity 
presents itself, inquire whether the students have had any initial diffi culties adjusting to Americans’ use 
of social space when they fi rst arrived. Finally, ask whether they expect (on the basis of the time they 
are spending in the United States) to have any adjustment problems when they return to their home 
country.

3. Make a list of embarrassing incidents. Ask other students or friends to contribute to the list. Analyze 
the incidents in terms of role, status, and dramaturgy. Are there role requirements that were not being 
met? Was there role confl ict, as when a performance intended for one audience (friends, for example) is 
seen by someone it was not intended for (a teacher, parents)?

4. Sociologists point out that we are often unaware of the exchange qualities of social interaction, but that 
we can see them when we become sensitized to them. Look at several ordinary interactions and try to 
fi nd the exchange component in them. To make the task easier, fi rst look at points of disagreement 
or confl ict, in which one person thought another had not done the right thing. Is the complaint really 
about the person’s failure to live up to the expectations of exchange? Then look at more successful in-
teractions to see how each person did contribute to the exchange.

Internet Activities ●

Visit http://www3.usal.es/~nonverbal/introduction.htm. This resource has links to all sorts of websites with 
information on nonverbal communication and body language.

Visit http://www.eyesforlies.com/video.htm#Truth%20About%20Liars. Paul Ekman has been study-
ing  nonverbal behavior for many years, particularly fl eeting facial expressions that reveal thoughts and 
 emotions. He is especially interested in microexpressions that reveal that someone is lying, and he is a 
 consultant for the TV show, Lie to Me. This page has videos of Ekman, his work, and the TV show.

http://www3.usal.es/~nonverbal/introduction.htm
http://www.eyesforlies.com/video.htm#Truth%20About%20Liars
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Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. c; 2. g; 3. d; 4. a; 5. f; 6. i; 7. k; 8. l; 9. o; 10. n; 11. e; 12. j; 13. b; 14. m; 15. h.

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. d; 2. a; 3. c; 4. b.
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social group, the individuals interact with one another 
according to established statuses and roles.

Th e members develop expectations of proper behav-
ior for persons occupying diff erent positions in the social 
group. Th e people have a sense of identity and realize 
they are diff erent from others who are not members. 
Social groups have a set of values and norms that might 
or might not be similar to those of the larger society.

For example, a group of students in a college class 
can have some common norms that include taboo sub-
jects, open expression of feelings, interrupting or chal-
lenging the professor, avoiding confl ict, and the length 
and frequency of contributions. All of these are usually 
hidden or implicit and new members have to learn them 
quickly. Violations of the norms involve sanctions (i.e., 
disapproval), which might include comments, disap-
proving looks, or avoiding the deviant.

Our description of a social group contrasts with our 
defi nition of a social aggregate, which is made up of 
people who temporarily happen to be in physical proxim-

ity to each other but share little else. Consider passengers 
riding together in one car of a train. Th ey might share 
a purpose (traveling to Washington, D.C.) but do not 
interact or even consider their temporary association to 
have any meaning. It hardly makes sense to call them a 
group—unless something more happens. If it is a long 
ride, for instance, and several passengers start a card 
game, the card players will have formed a social group: 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Distinguish between primary and secondary groups. ◗

Explain the functions of groups. ◗

Understand the role of reference groups. ◗

Know the infl uence of group size. ◗

Understand the characteristics of bureaucracy. ◗

Know what Michels’s concept of “the iron law of  ◗

oligarchy” is.

Understand why social institutions are important. ◗

We all feel strongly about our names. We 
do not like it when people mispronounce our name 
and we are quick to correct them. Th roughout history 
American immigrants have changed their names to a 
more Anglicized sounding version. Th is was the case 
with Jang Do who came to the United States more 
than three decades ago. First he changed “Jang” into 
“John.” Th en, he added an “e” to his last name. He has 
been John Doe ever since. He encounters quizzical 
looks from airport security offi  cials or anyone else 
who looks at his ID card and sees a Korean male with 
the American name often used to remain anonymous 
(Cowan, 2009).

Parents give their children names that they think will 
help their future life prospects. Th e popularity of names, 
however, changes with the times. Th e parents of today 
who are naming their little girls Emily, Isabella, and 
Emma would be horrifi ed if someone suggested they 
name their new baby Betha, Gertrude, or Myrtle. Yet, 
those were very popular names in the past. (See Tables 
6-1 and 6-2.) Names help identify who we are and what 
groups we belong to. Th ey can be used to show that we 
are part of a particular ethnic group, social class, or reli-
gious group. People have changed their names to avoid 
being identifi ed with a certain group. Naming a baby, 
then, is the parents’ fi rst act to show that the child is 
part of a certain group.

THE NATURE OF GROUPS ●

A good deal of social interaction occurs in the context of 
a group. In common speech, the word group is often used 
for almost any occasion when two or more people come 
together. In sociology, however, we use several terms for 
various collections of people, not all of which are con-
sidered groups. A social group consists of a number of 

people who have a common identity, some feeling of unity, 

and certain common goals and shared norms. In any 

TABLE 6-1 Top 10 Names for 2008

Rank Male name Female name

1 Jacob Emma

2 Michael Isabella

3 Ethan Emily

4 Joshua Madison

5 Daniel Ava

6 Alexander Olivia

7 Anthony Sophia

8 William Abigail

9 Christopher Elizabeth

10 Matthew Chloe

Source: Social Security Administration, http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/.

TABLE 6-2 Out-of-Favor Baby Names

Male Female

Cecil Agnes

Chester Bertha

Dewey Bessie

Elmer Beulah

Floyd Gertrude

Homer Myrtle

Mack Pearl

Source: Social Security Administration, http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/.

http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/babynames/
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Left-handers Day. Th ousands of left-handers belong to 
this social group.

Even if people are aware of one another, that is still 
not enough to make them a social group. We can be 
classifi ed as Democrats, college students, upper class, or 
suburbanites. Yet for many of us who fall into these cat-
egories, there is no group. We might not be involved with 
the others in any patterned way that is an outgrowth of 
that classifi cation. In fact, we personally might not even 
defi ne ourselves as members of the particular category 
even if someone else does.

Social groups can be large or small, temporary or long 
lasting. Your family is a group, as is your ski club, any 
association to which you belong, or the clique you hang 
around with. In fact, it is diffi  cult for you to participate 
in society without belonging to a number of groups.

In general, social groups, regardless of their nature, 
have the following characteristics: (1) permanence 
beyond the meetings of members, that is, even when 
members are dispersed; (2) means for identifying mem-
bers; (3) mechanisms for recruiting new members; 
(4) goals or purposes; (5) social statuses and roles, that 
is, norms for behavior; and (6) means for controlling 
members’ behavior.

Th e traits we described are features of many groups. A 
baseball team, a couple about to be married, a work unit, 
players in a weekly poker game, members of a family, or a 
town planning board all can be described as groups. Yet 
being a member of a family is signifi cantly diff erent from 
being a member of a work unit. Th e family is a primary 
group, whereas most work units are secondary groups. 
(For a discussion of new types of groups forming on the 
Web, see “Sociology in Strange Places: Are You Really My 
Friend? Facebook and Intimate Communication.”)

Primary and Secondary Groups

Th e diff erence between primary and secondary groups 
lies in the kinds of relationships their members have 
with one another. Charles Horton Cooley (1909) defi ned 
primary groups as groups that

. . . are characterized by intimate face-to-face association 
and cooperation. Th ey are primary in several senses, 
but chiefl y in that they are fundamental in forming the 
social nature and ideas of the individual. Th e result of 
intimate association, psychologically, is a certain fusion 
of individualities in a common whole, so that one’s 
very self, for many purposes at least, is the common life 
and purpose of the group. Perhaps the simplest way of 
describing this wholeness is by saying that it is a “we”; it 
involves the sort of sympathy and mutual identifi cation of 
which “we” is the natural expression.

Cooley called primary groups the nursery of human 
nature because they have the earliest and most fun-
damental eff ect on the individual’s socialization and 
development. He identifi ed three basic primary groups: 

Th ey have a purpose, they share certain role expecta-
tions, and they attach importance to what they are doing 
together. Moreover, if the card players continue to meet 
one another every day (say, on a commuter train), they 
might begin to feel special in contrast to the rest of the 
passengers, who are just riders. A social group, unlike an 
aggregate, does not cease to exist when its members are 
away from one another.

Members of social groups carry the fact of their mem-
bership with them and see the group as a distinct entity 
with specifi c requirements for membership.

A social group has a purpose and is therefore impor-
tant to its members, who know how to tell an insider 
from an outsider. It is a social entity that exists for its 
members apart from any other social relationships that 
some of them might share. Members of a group interact 
according to established norms and traditional statuses 
and roles. As new members are recruited to the group, 
they move into these traditional statuses and adopt the 
expected role behavior—if not gladly, then as a result of 
group pressure.

Consider, for example, a tenants’ group that consists 
of the people who rent apartments in a building. Most 
such groups are founded because tenants feel a need 
for a strong, unifi ed voice in dealing with the landlord 
on problems with repairs, heat, hot water, and rent 
increases. Many members of a tenants’ group might 
never have met one another before; others might be 
related to one another; and some might also belong to 
other groups such as a neighborhood church, the PTA, 
a bowling league, or political associations. Th e group’s 
existence does not depend on these other relation-
ships, nor does it cease to exist when members leave the 
building to go to work or away on vacation. Th e group 
remains, even when some tenants move out of the build-
ing and others move in. Newcomers are recruited, told 
of the group’s purpose, and informed of its meetings; 
they are encouraged to join committees, take leadership 
responsibilities, and participate in the actions the group 
has planned. Members who fail to support group actions 
(such as withholding rent) will be pressured and criti-
cized by the group.

People sometimes are defi ned as being part of a 
specifi c group because they share certain characteris-
tics. If these characteristics are unknown or unimport-
ant to those in the category, it is not a social group. 
Involvement with other people cannot develop unless 
one is aware of them. People with similar characteristics 
do not become a social group unless concrete, dynamic 
interrelations develop among them (Lewin, 1948). For 
example, although all left-handed people fi t into a group, 
they are not a social group just because they share this 
common characteristic. A further interrelationship must 
also exist. Th ey can, for instance, belong to Left-Handers 
International of Topeka, Kansas, an organization that 
champions the accomplishments of left-handers. Th e 
group has even designated August 13 as International 
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and their members do not necessarily interact with all 
other members. In fact, many members often do not 
know one another at all; to the extent that they do, they 
rarely know more about one another than about their 
respective social identities. Members’ feelings about, and 
behavior toward, one another are patterned mostly by 
their statuses and roles rather than by personality charac-
teristics. Th e chair of the General Motors board of direc-
tors, for example, is treated respectfully by all General 
Motors employees, regardless of the chair’s gender, age, 
intelligence, habits of dress, physical fi tness, tempera-
ment, or qualities as a parent or spouse. In secondary 
groups, such as political parties, labor unions, and large 
corporations, people are very much what they do.

Table 6-3 outlines the major diff erences between pri-
mary and secondary groups.

the family, children’s play groups, and neighborhood or 
community groups.

Primary groups involve interaction among members 

who have an emotional investment in one another and in a 

situation, who know one another intimately, and who inter-

act as total individuals rather than through specialized 

roles. For example, members of a family are emotionally 
involved with one another and know one another well. 
In addition, they interact with one another in terms of 
their total personalities, not just in terms of their social 
identities or statuses as breadwinner, student, athlete, 
or community leader.

A secondary group, in contrast, is characterized by 

much less intimacy among its members. It usually has 

specifi c goals, is formally organized, and is impersonal. 
Secondary groups tend to be larger than primary groups, 

Do you have a Facebook page with many “friends” 
who scrawl on your wall? Do you carefully plan to 
project your identity, using various visual symbols? 
Is this a new world or are we repeating what people 
have always done?

Th ere might be a similarity between tribal societ-
ies and the online social networks of today. Today’s 
profi le-surfi ng, messaging, and friending might be like 
ancient patterns of oral communication.

Communication on social networks often feels 
more like talking than writing: blog posts, comments, 
homemade videos, and the one-liners broadcast using 
services such as Twitter and Facebook status updates. 
Oral communication came before writing.

Th e Web often seems like oral communication. Oral 
communication is participatory, interactive, commu-
nal, and focused on the present. It unites people in 
groups. Th e Web is all of these things.

Th e oral culture of the Web is an example of impor-
tant social dynamics at work.

Michael Wesch, an anthropologist, notes that

In tribal cultures, your identity is completely 
wrapped up in the question of how people know 
you. When you look at Facebook, you can see the 
same pattern at work: people projecting their 
identities by demonstrating their relationships 
to each other. People are defi ned in terms of who 
their friends are. In tribal societies, people rou-
tinely give each other jewelry, weapons, and ritual 

objects to cement their social ties. On Facebook, 
people accomplish the same thing by trading 
funny or silly items. It’s reminiscent of how people 
exchange gifts in tribal cultures.

Th ere are also big diff erences between real oral cul-
tures and the virtual kind. In tribal societies, you need 
to establish social bonds to survive; clearly, that is not 
the case for the Web. Th en there’s the question of who 
really counts as a friend. In tribal societies, people 
develop bonds through direct, ongoing, face-to-face 
contact. Th e Web eliminates the need for physical 
proximity, making it possible for people to be friends 
based on fl imsy connections.

Social networks might imitate the intimacy of face-
to-face communication, but there’s also a fundamental 
distance through which people can connect through 
weak ties because it’s safe.

Tribal cultures typically engage in highly formal-
ized rituals. Social networks, however, seem to encour-
age a level of casualness and familiarity that would be 
unthinkable in traditional oral cultures.

As we spend more time friending online, will the 
value of our real-world friendships be diminished? 
Or will the popularity of social networking merely 
supplement the need to be recognized as members 
of a community?

Source: Alex Wright, “Friending, Ancient or Otherwise,” 
New York Times, December 2, 2007, p. 4.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Are You Really My Friend? Facebook and Intimate Communication
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including political organizations, leadership is awarded 
through the democratic process of nominations and vot-
ing. Th ink of the long primary process the presidential 
candidates must endure to amass enough votes to carry 
their parties’ nominations for the November election.

Leadership need not always be held by the same 
person within a group. It can shift from one individual 
to another in response to problems or situations that 
the group encounters. In a group of factory workers, 
for instance, leadership can fall to diff erent members, 
depending on what the group plans to do—complain to 
the supervisor, head to a bar after work, or organize a 
picnic for all members and their families.

Politicians and athletic coaches often like to talk 
about individuals who are natural leaders. Although 
attempts to account for leadership solely in terms of 
personality traits have failed again and again, personal-
ity factors can determine what kinds of leadership func-
tions a person assumes. Researchers (Bales, 1958; Slater, 
1966) have identifi ed two types of leadership roles: 
(1) instrumental leadership, in which a leader actively 

proposes tasks and plans to guide the group toward achiev-

ing its goals, and (2) expressive leadership, in which a 

leader works to keep relations among group members har-

monious and morale high. Both kinds of leadership are 
crucial to the success of a group.

Sometimes one person fulfi lls both leadership func-
tions, but when that is not the case, those functions are 
often distributed among several group members. Th e 
individual with knowledge of the terrain who leads a 
group of airplane crash survivors to safety is providing 
instrumental leadership. Th e group members who think 
of ways to keep the group from giving in to despair are 
providing expressive leadership. Th e group needs both 
kinds of leadership to survive.

FUNCTIONS OF GROUPS ●

To function properly, all groups, both primary and sec-
ondary, must (1) defi ne their boundaries, (2) choose 
leaders, (3) make decisions, (4) set goals, (5) assign tasks, 
and (6) control members’ behavior.

Defi ning Boundaries

Group members must have ways of knowing who 
belongs to their group and who does not. Sometimes 
devices for marking boundaries are obvious symbols, 
such as the uniforms worn by athletic teams, lapel pins 
worn by Rotary Club members, rings worn by Masons, 
and styles of dress. Th e idea of the British school tie 
that, by its pattern and colors, signals exclusive group 
membership has been adopted by businesses ranging 
from banking to brewing. Other ways by which group 
boundaries are marked include the use of gestures (spe-
cial handshakes) and language (dialect diff erences often 
mark people’s regional origin and social class). In some 
societies (including our own), skin color also marks 
boundaries between groups.

Choosing Leaders

All groups must grapple with the issue of leadership. A 
leader is someone who occupies a central role or position 

of dominance and infl uence in a group. In some groups, 
such as large corporations, leadership is assigned to 
individuals by those in positions of authority. In other 
groups, such as adolescent peer groups, individuals 
move into positions of leadership through the force 
of personality or through particular skills such as ath-
letic ability, fi ghting, or debating. In still other groups, 

TABLE 6–3 Relationships in Primary and Secondary Groups

Primary Secondary

Physical Conditions Small number Large number

Long duration Shorter duration

Social Characteristics Indentification of ends Disparity of ends

Intrinsic valuation of the relation Extrinsic valuation of the relation

Intrinsic valuation of other person Extrinsic valuation of other person

Inclusive knowledge of other person Specialized and limited knowledge of other person

Feeling of freedom and spontaneity Feeling of external constraint

Operation of informal controls Operation of formal controls

Sample Relationships Friend–friend Clerk–customer

Husband–wife Announcer–listener

Parent–child Performer–spectator

Teacher–pupil Officer–subordinate

Sample Groups Play group Nation

Family Clerical hierarchy

Village or neighborhood Professional association

Work team Corporation

Source: Human Society, by K. Davis, 1949, New York: Macmillan.
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conventions—such as ways of dressing, rituals of greet-
ing, or the assumption of designated responsibilities—
probably has experienced group hostility.

Primary groups tend to be more tolerant of members’ 
deviant behavior than are secondary groups. For exam-
ple, families often will conceal the problems of a mem-
ber who suff ers from chronic alcoholism or drug abuse. 
Even primary groups, however, must draw the line some-
where, and they will invoke negative sanctions if all else 
fails to infl uence the deviant member to show at least a 
willingness to conform. When primary groups fi nally do 
act, their punishments can be far more severe than those 
of secondary groups. Th us, an intergenerational confl ict 
in a family can result in the commitment of a teenager 
to an institution or treatment center. Secondary groups 
tend to use formal, as opposed to informal, sanctions 
and are much more likely than primary groups simply to 
expel, or push out, a member who persists in violating 
strongly held norms. Corporations fi re unsatisfactory 
employees, the army discharges soldiers who violate 
regulations, and so on.

Even though primary groups are more tolerant of their 
members’ behavior, people tend to conform more closely 
to their norms than to those of secondary groups. Th is 
is because people value their membership in a primary 
group, with its strong interpersonal bonds, for its own 
sake. Secondary group membership is valued mostly for 
what it will do for the people in the group, not because of 
any deep emotional ties. Because primary group mem-
bership is so desirable, its members are more reluctant 
to risk expulsion by indulging in behavior that might 
violate the group’s standards or norms than are second-
ary group members. (For a discussion of the infl uence 
of one member on a group, see “How Sociologists Do It: 
Can One Bad Apple Spoil the Whole Group?”)

Although groups must fulfi ll certain functions to con-
tinue to exist, they serve primarily as a point of reference 
for their members.

REFERENCE GROUPS ●

Groups are more than just bridges between the individ-
ual and society as a whole. We spend much of our time 
in one group or another, and the eff ect these groups 
have on us continues even when we are not actually in 
contact with the other members.

Th e norms and values of groups we belong to or iden-
tify with serve as the basis for evaluating our own and 
others’ behavior.

A reference group is a group or social category that 

an individual uses to help defi ne beliefs, attitudes, and val-

ues and to guide behavior. It provides a comparison point 
against which people measure themselves and others. 
A reference group is often a category we identify with 
rather than a specifi c group we belong to. For example, a 
communications major might identify with individuals 

Making Decisions

Closely related to the problem of leadership is the way 
groups make decisions. In many early hunting and food-
gathering societies, important group decisions were 
reached by consensus—talking about an issue until 
everybody agreed on what to do (Fried, 1967). Today, 
occasionally, town councils and other small governing 
bodies operate in this way.

Because this consensus gathering takes a great deal of 
time and energy, many groups opt for effi  ciency by tak-
ing votes or simply letting one person’s decision stand 
for the group as a whole.

Setting Goals

As we pointed out before, all groups must have a pur-
pose, a goal, or a set of goals. Th e goal can be very gen-
eral, such as spreading peace throughout the world, or 
it can be very specifi c, such as playing cards on a train. 
Group goals can change. For example, the card players 
might discover that they share a concern about the use 
of nuclear energy and decide to organize a political-
action group.

Assigning Tasks

Establishing boundaries, defi ning leadership, making 
decisions, and setting goals are not enough to keep a 
group going. To endure, a group must do something, if 
nothing more than ensure that its members continue to 
make contact with one another.

Th erefore, it is important for group members to know 
what needs to be done and who is going to do it. Th is 
assigning of tasks, in itself, can be an important group 
activity (think of your family discussions about sharing 
household chores). By taking on group tasks, members 
not only help the group reach its goals but also show 
their commitment to one another and to the group as 
a whole.

Th is leads members to appreciate one another’s 
importance as individuals and the importance of the 
group in all their lives—a process that injects life and 
energy into a group.

Controlling Members’ Behavior

If a group cannot control its members’ behavior, it 
will cease to exist. For this reason, failure to conform 
to group norms is seen as dangerous or threatening, 
whereas conforming to group norms is rewarded, if only 
by others’ friendly attitudes. Groups not only encourage 
but often depend for survival on conformity of behav-
ior. A member’s failure to conform is met with responses 
ranging from coolness to criticism or even ejection from 
the group. Anyone who has tried to introduce changes 
into the constitution of a club or to ignore long-standing 
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internalized; they see and judge the world around them 
as bankers.

We can also distinguish between positive and negative 
reference groups. Positive reference groups are composed 
of people we want to emulate. Negative reference groups 
provide a model we do not wish to follow. Th erefore, a 
writer might identify positively with those writers who 
produce serious fi ction but might think of journalists 
who write for tabloids as a negative reference group.

Even though groups are composed of individuals, 
individuals are also created to a large degree by the 
groups they belong to through the process of socializa-
tion (see Chapter 4, “Socialization and Development”). 
Of these groups, the small group usually has the stron-
gest direct eff ect on an individual.

in the media without having any direct contact with 
them. In this respect, anticipatory socialization is occur-
ring in that the individual might alter his or her behav-
ior and attitudes toward those he or she perceives to be 
part of the group he or she plans to join. For example, 
people who become bankers soon feel themselves part 
of a group—bankers—and assume ideas and lifestyles 
that help them identify with that group. Th ey tend to 
dress in a conservative, bankerish fashion, even buying 
their clothes in shops that other bankers patronize to 
make sure they have the “right” clothes from the “right” 
stores. Th ey join organizations such as country clubs and 
alumni associations so they can mingle with other bank-
ers and clients. Eventually, the norms and values they 
adopted when they joined the bankers’ group become 

Can one person spoil the eff orts of a whole group? 
Th e common view has been that group pressure can 
make people conform to group demands and stan-
dards. What if the opposite is true? Maybe one person 
can undermine a group and the members’ confi dence 
in their abilities.

A group of researchers (Felt et al., 2006) have found 
that there are three types of bad apples, people who 
can spoil a group:

Th e jerk•   Th is is a person who attacks and insults 
others. He tells other people their ideas are not 
good but off ers few alternatives. He says things 
such as, “Are you kidding me? Th at’s stupid”; “You 
don’t know what you are talking about.”
Th e slacker•   Th is is the person who contributes as 
little as possible to the group. He might lean back in 
his chair, put his feet up on the desk, and send text 
messages during meetings. When the group makes 
a decision, he might respond, “Whatever, I really 
don’t care.”
Th e depressive pessimist•   Th is person is withdrawn 
and has limited input in the project. He thinks the 
task is unpleasant and boring. He doubts the group 
has the ability to succeed.

Th e general belief in the workplace or the classroom 
has been that groups are powerful and should be able 
to force such individuals to change their behavior. Yet, 
it turns out that groups with one of these types of bad 
apples perform 30% to 40% worse than those groups 
without a bad apple.

Groups with bad apples tend to argue and fi ght. 
Th ey communicate less than other groups and might 

not share relevant information. One of the real prob-
lems is that people in the group often take on the char-
acteristics of the bad apple. For example, if the bad 
apple is a jerk, they will be nasty to each other. If he is 
a slacker, the other people will say, for example, “Let’s 
just get this over with and get out of here.” If the bad 
apple is a depressive pessimist, the other people will 
start to withdraw and lose interest.

According to the research, the best predictor of 
how a group will perform is not how good the best 
member is or the average performance level of the 
group members but what the worst member is like. 
Groups descend down to the level of the worst mem-
ber instead of rising to the level of the best member.

Are you the bad apple? If you are sarcastic and make 
jokes at other people’s expense, you might be. Even if 
people laugh at your jokes, you might be bringing the 
group down. If you typically let others do most of the 
work or show little interest in the task, you might also 
be a bad apple.

Th e best way to deal with bad apples is to take them 
out of the group as quickly as possible. In the work place, 
that can mean dismissal. In other settings, it can mean 
reassignment. If this is not possible, the best way to stop 
the bad apple is for one person to work to engage all the 
team members and solicit everyone’s opinions. Some-
one has to work to defuse confl icts and allow everyone 
to have meaningful input in the project.

Source: Well Felps, Terence R. Mitchell, and Eliza Byington, 
“How, When, and Why Bad Apples Spoil the Barrel: Negative 
Group Members and Dysfunctional Groups,” Research in 

Organizational Behavior 27 (2006): 175–222.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

Can One Bad Apple Spoil the Whole Group?
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group norms and thereby undermine group traditions 
and values. On the whole, small groups are much more 
vulnerable than large groups to disruption by new mem-
bers, and the introduction of new members often leads 
to shifts in patterns of interaction and group norms.

Large Groups: Associations

Although all of us probably would be able to identify 
and describe the various small groups we belong to, we 
might fi nd it diffi  cult to follow the same process with the 
large groups that aff ect us.

As patrons or employees of large organizations and 
governments, we function as part of large groups all the 
time. Th us, sociologists must study large groups as well 
as small groups to understand the workings of society.

Much of the activity of a modern society is car-
ried out through large and formally organized groups. 
Sociologists refer to these groups as associations, 
which are purposefully created special-interest groups 

that have clearly defi ned goals and offi  cial ways of doing 

things. Associations include such organizations as gov-
ernment departments and agencies, businesses and fac-
tories, labor unions, schools and colleges, fraternal and 
service groups, hospitals and clinics, and clubs for vari-
ous hobbies from gardening to collecting antiques. Th eir 
goals can be very broad and general—such as helping 
the poor, healing the sick, or making a profi t—or quite 
specifi c and limited, such as manufacturing automobile 
tires or teaching people to speak Chinese. Although an 
enormous variety of associations exist, they all are char-
acterized by some degree of formal structure with an 
underlying informal structure.

Formal Structure For associations to function, the 
necessary work is assessed and broken down into man-
ageable tasks that are assigned to specifi c individuals. 

Small Groups

Th e term small group refers to many kinds of social 

groups, such as families, peer groups, and work groups, 

that actually meet together and contain few enough mem-

bers so that all members know one another. Th e smallest 
group possible is a dyad, which contains only two mem-

bers. An engaged couple is a dyad as are the pilot and 
copilot of an aircraft.

George Simmel (1950) was the fi rst sociologist to 
emphasize the importance of the size of a group on the 
interaction process. He suggested that small groups have 
distinctive qualities and patterns of interaction that dis-
appear when the group grows larger. For example, dyads 
resist change in their group size. On the one hand, the 
loss of one member destroys the group, leaving the other 
member alone; on the other hand, a triad, or the addition 

of a third member, creates uncertainty because it intro-
duces the possibility of two-against-one alliances. Often 
one member in a triad can help resolve quarrels between 
the other two. When three diplomats are negotiating off -
shore fi shing rights, for example, one member of the triad 
might off er a concession that will break the deadlock 
between the other two. If that does not work, the third 
person might try to analyze the arguments of the other 
two in an eff ort to bring about a compromise. Th e forma-
tion of shifting pair-off s within triads also can help stabi-
lize the group. When it appears that one group member 
is weakening, one of the two paired members will often 
break the alliance and form a new one with the individual 
who had been isolated (Hare, 1976).

Th is is often seen among groups of children engaged 
in games. In triads in which alliances do not shift and 
the confi guration constantly breaks down into two 
against one, the group will become unstable and might 
eventually break up. In George Orwell’s novel 1984, the 
political organization of the earth was defi ned by three 
eternally warring political powers. As one power seemed 
to be losing, one of the others would come to its aid in a 
temporary alliance, thereby ensuring worldwide politi-
cal stability while also making possible endless warfare. 
No power could risk the total defeat of another because 
the other surviving power might then become the stron-
ger of the surviving dyad.

As a group grows larger, the number of relationships 
within it increases, which often leads to the formation of 
subgroups, splinter groups within the larger group. Once 
a group has more than fi ve to seven members, sponta-
neous conversation becomes diffi  cult for the group as a 
whole. Th en two solutions are available. Th e group can 
split into subgroups (as happens informally at parties), 
or it can adopt a formal means of controlling communi-
cation (use of Robert’s Rules of Order, for instance).

For these reasons, small groups tend to resist the 
addition of new members because increasing size 
threatens the nature of the group. In addition, there can 
be a fear that new members will resist socialization to 

Triads are usually unstable groups because the possibility of 
two-against-one alliances is always present.
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In addition, human beings have their own individual 
needs even when they are on company time, and these 
needs are not always met by attending single-mindedly 
to assigned tasks. To accommodate these needs, peo-
ple often try to fi nd extra break time for personal busi-
ness by getting jobs done faster than would be possible 
if they followed all the formal rules and procedures. 
To accomplish these ends, individuals in associations 
might cover for one another, look the other way at 
strategic moments, and off er one another useful infor-
mation about offi  ce politics, people, and procedures. 
Gradually, the reciprocal relationships among members 
of these informal networks become institutionalized; 
unwritten laws are established, and a fully functioning 
informal structure evolves. (For a discussion of applying 
the informal structure to job hunting, see “Day-to-Day 
Sociology: Th e Strength of the Informal Structure in Job 
Hunting.)

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft

Th e Chicago sociologists, in their studies of the city, 
used some of the concepts developed by Ferdinand 
Tönnies (1865–1936), a German sociologist. In his book, 
Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft, Tönnies examined the 
changes in social relations attributable to the transition 
from rural society (organized around small communi-
ties) to urban society (organized around large, imper-
sonal structures).

Tönnies noted that in a gemeinschaft (commu-
nity), relationships are intimate, cooperative, and per-

sonal. Author Philip Roth (1998), in his book, American 

Pastoral, describes such a community:

About one another, we knew who had what kind of 
lunch in the bag in his locker and who ordered what 
on his hot dog at Syd’s; we knew one another’s physical 
attributes—who walked pigeon-toed and who had breasts, 
who smelled of hair oil and who oversalivated when he 
spoke; we knew who among us was belligerent and who 
was friendly, who was smart and who was dumb; we knew 
whose mother had an accent and whose father had a 
mustache, whose mother worked and whose father was 
dead; somehow we even dimly grasped how every family’s 
diff erent set of circumstances set each family a distinctive 
diffi  cult human problem.

In a gemeinschaft, the exchange of goods is based 
on reciprocity and barter, and people look out for 
the well-being of the group as a whole. Among the 
Amish, for example, there is such a strong commu-
nity spirit that if a barn burns down, members of the 
community quickly come together to rebuild it. In 
just a matter of days, a new barn will be standing—
the work of community members who feel a strong 
tie and responsibility to another community member 
who has encountered misfortune. (For a discussion 
of how the Amish try to maintain a gemeinschaft, see 

In other words, associations are run according to a for-
mal organizational structure that consists of planned, 
highly institutionalized, and clearly defi ned statuses and 
role relationships.

Th e formal organizational structure of large associa-
tions in contemporary society is exemplifi ed best by the 
organizational structure called bureaucracy. For exam-
ple, when we consider a college or university, fulfi lling its 
main purpose of educating students requires far more 
than simply bringing together students and professors. 
Funds must be raised, buildings constructed, qualifi ed 
students and professors recruited, programs and classes 
organized, materials ordered and distributed, grounds 
kept up, and buildings maintained. Lectures must be 
given; seminars must be led; and messages need to be 
typed, copied, and fi led. To accomplish all these tasks, 
the school must create many positions: president, deans, 
department heads, registrar, public relations staff , 
groundskeepers, maintenance personnel, purchasing 
agents, administrative assistants, faculty, and students.

Every member of the school has clearly spelled-out 
tasks that are organized in relation to one another: 
Students are taught and evaluated by faculty, faculty 
members are responsible to department heads or deans, 
deans to the president, and so on. Underlying these 
clearly defi ned assignments are procedures that are 
never written down but are worked out and understood 
by those who have to get the job done.

Informal Structure Sociologists recognize that formal 
associations never operate entirely according to their 
stated rules and procedures. Every association has an 
informal structure consisting of networks of people 
who help one another by bending rules and taking pro-
cedural shortcuts. No matter how carefully plans are 
made, no matter how clearly and rationally roles are 
defi ned and tasks assigned, every situation and its vari-
ants cannot be anticipated. Sooner or later, then, indi-
viduals in associations are confronted with situations 
in which they must improvise and even persuade others 
to help them do so.

As every student knows, no school ever runs as 
smoothly as planned. For instance, going by the book—
that is, following all the formal rules—often gets students 
tied up in long lines and red tape. Enterprising students 
and instructors fi nd shortcuts. A student who wants 
to change from Section A of Sociology 100 to Section E 
might fi nd it very diffi  cult or time-consuming to change 
sections (add and drop classes) offi  cially. However, it 
might be possible to work out an informal deal—the 
student stays registered in Section A but attends, and is 
evaluated in, Section E. Th e instructor of Section E then 
turns the grade over to the instructor of Section A, who 
hands in that grade with all the other Section A grades 
as if the student had attended Section A all along. Th e 
formal rules have been bent, but the major purposes 
of the school (educating and evaluating students) have 
been served.
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“Our Diverse Society: Limiting Technology to Save the 
Community.”)

In a gesellschaft (society), relationships are imper-

sonal and independent. People look out for their own 
interests, goods are bought and sold, and formal con-
tracts govern economic exchanges. Everyone is seen as 
an individual who might compete with others who hap-
pen to share a living space.

Tönnies saw gesellschaft as the product of mid-nine-
teenth-century social changes that grew out of indus-
trialization, in which people no longer automatically 
wanted to help one another or to share freely what 
they had. Th ere is little sense of identifi cation with oth-
ers in a gesellschaft, in which each individual strives for 
advantages and regards the accumulation of goods and 
possessions as more important than the qualities of per-
sonal ties. Modern urban society is, in Tönnies’s terms, 
typically a gesellschaft, whereas rural areas retain the 
more intimate qualities of gemeinschaft.

Here is a common frustrating job-hunting story. With 
a great GPA and good references, you send out doz-
ens of résumés to online job postings, newspaper 
ads, and company recruitment Web sites and hear . . . 
nothing. Th en you get news that a less-skilled friend 
whose father’s golf buddy works in a top company 
has landed a plum job. Is the old cliché, “It’s not what 
you know but who you know,” really true?

In some cases, yes. Mark Granovetter, author of a 
famous study on the strength of what he called weak 
ties, found that 56% of all professional job applicants 
found their jobs through personal contacts. Only 16% 
landed jobs through advertisements or employment 
agencies.

But the nature of those contacts might surprise 
you. Typically, the person who opened the door was 
not a close friend or relative but someone who actu-
ally did not know the job seeker very well. Granovetter 
called these relationships “weak ties.” Th ese are the 
bonds that exist between individuals who see one 
another infrequently and whose relationships are 
casual rather than intimate. Today, we often char-
acterize these clusters of acquaintances as social 
networks.

But why would weak ties work better than strong 
ones? Aren’t the people who know you well the ones 
most likely to have your best interests at heart? Th at 
might be, but because of their very closeness, they are 
likely to be exposed to the same sources of informa-
tion. People outside that tightly knit circle, however, 

have networks that reach much further afi eld. By get-
ting to know them, you essentially tap into their net-
works, just as they, then, have access to yours.

Additionally, people who know us less well are less 
likely to pigeonhole us based on our past experiences 
or skills. Th is is especially true for job seekers who 
want to branch out into new areas. When you want 
to reinvent yourself, the people who know you best 
can hinder rather than help you. Th ey might be sup-
portive, but they might try to preserve the old identi-
ties you are trying to shed.

Th e best strategy for a job hunter, then, is to try 
to expand your circle of acquaintances. College bud-
dies, friends of friends, professional associations, 
social clubs, church groups, and civic organizations 
all can lead to relationships that qualify as weak-tie 
networks. (Th ey can also, of course, lead to enduring 
friendships and personal growth!)

Web sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn have 
been launched to facilitate these kinds of social net-
works electronically. As people increasingly under-
stand the reciprocal power of social networks, they 
are more willing to facilitate such relationships. 
People with contacts in many social networks ulti-
mately do better in the job market.

Sources: Mark Granovetter, “Th e Strength of Weak Ties: 
A Network Th eory Revisited,” Sociological Th eory 1 (1983): 
201–233; Herminia Ibarra, Working Identity: Unconventional 

Strategies for Reinventing Your Career (Cambridge: Harvard 
Business School Press, 2002).

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY

The Strength of the Informal Structure in Job Hunting

H i

D

T

©
 M

ar
ti

n 
B

ar
ra

ud
/T

ax
i/

G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

In a Gemeinschaft, relationships are intimate, cooperative, and 
personal.
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he presented. Th ey are basic concepts that help us 
understand the diff erences between the two. In the same 
sense, Émile Durkheim devised ideas about mechanical 
and organic solidarity.

According to Durkheim, every society has a collec-

tive conscience—a system of fundamental beliefs and 

values. Th ese beliefs and values defi ne for its members 
the characteristics of the good society, which is one 
that meets the needs for individuality, for security, for 
superiority over others, and for any of a host of other 
values that could become important to the people in 
that society. Social solidarity emerges from the people’s 

commitment and conformity to the society’s collective 

conscience.

A mechanically integrated society is one in which a 

society’s collective conscience is strong and there is a great 

commitment to that collective conscience.

In small, rural communities and preliterate societies, 
the family provided the context in which people lived, 
worked, were socialized, were cared for when ill or infi rm, 
and practiced their religion. In contrast, modern urban 
society has produced many secondary groups in which 
these needs are met. It also off ers far more options and 
choices than did the society of Tönnies’s gemeinschaft: 
educational options, career options, lifestyle options, 
choice of marriage partner, choice of whether to have 
children, and choice of where to live. In this sense, the 
person living in today’s urban society is freer.

Mechanical and Organic Solidarity

Tönnies wrote about communities and cities from the 
standpoint of what we call an ideal type in that no com-
munity or city actually could conform to the defi nitions 

Some groups go out of their way to preserve a certain 
lifestyle out of a sense of community. Often, decisions 
about the introduction of technology will either pre-
serve or hinder the development of a community.

The Amish, a tight-knit religious community 
of about 225,000 located in Lancaster County, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio, and several other states are 
widely known for refusing to adopt the use of auto-
mobiles or technology into their community. Th ey all 
wear identical plain clothing without buttons, live in 
houses without electricity, and cultivate their fi elds 
with horse-drawn machinery. Yet you would probably 
be surprised to fi nd out that the Amish also use cell 
phones, gas barbecue grills, and in-line skates. How 
could we explain this contradiction?

Th e Amish lifestyle is based on specifi c decisions 
made about the impact of technology on commu-
nity life. Th e telephone has been the source of intense 
controversy among the Amish since the 1920s. 
Eventually, the telephone was accepted because it 
could be used to call doctors, veterinarians, and mer-
chants. But this did not mean that one should have a 
phone in the home. Rather, the phone should be in a 
communal location where it could be used by many 
people. However, this is much less convenient than 
having a phone in the home, so why would you have 
a phone that you can only use to call people back 
at some communal location? Well, think about the 
number of times a phone call has interrupted a con-
versation. Have you ever left a family meal to take a 
phone call? Now that the cell phone can follow us to 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Limiting Technology to Save the Community
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most locations, it also can interrupt all kinds of social 
encounters. Relegating the telephone to some com-
munal spot outside of the home sends the message 
that telephone conversations are much less impor-
tant than those taking place in the community or 
the home. Keeping the telephone at a distance is a 
symbolic way of making it your servant rather than 
the other way around.

Along the same line, some Amish craftsmen who 
need electricity in a workshop might use a diesel 
generator to charge a bank of 12-volt batteries. It 
would certainly be much easier to have electricity 
connected to the workshop, but Amos, an Amish 
craftsman, pointed out that the Bible teaches the 
Amish to separate themselves from the world. 
“Connecting to the electric lines would make too 
many things too easy. Pretty soon, people would 
start plugging in computers, radios and televisions. 
. . . Batteries and generators only work for a short 
time, and you have to work to keep them going. It 
is a way of controlling the use of electricity. We try 
to restrict things that would lead to us losing that 
sense of being separate, to put the brakes on how 
fast we change.”

Does the cell phone, the Blackberry, call waiting, or 
automated voice mail enhance our community life? 
If we decided that community came fi rst, how would 
we change our use of technology?

Source: Howard Rheingold, “Look Who’s Talking,” Wired, 
January 1999.
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an ideal type is an exaggeration of a situation that simply 
conveys a set of ideas. Weber outlined six characteristics 
of bureaucracies:

 1. A clear-cut division of labor. Th e activities of a 
bureaucracy are broken down into clearly defi ned, 
limited tasks, which are attached to formally 
defi ned positions (statuses) in the organization. Th is 
permits a great deal of specialization and a high 
degree of expertise.

For example, a small-town police department 
might consist of a chief, a lieutenant, a detective, 
several sergeants, and a dozen offi  cers. Th e chief 
issues orders and assigns tasks; the lieutenant is in 
charge when the chief is not around; the detective 
does investigative work; the sergeants handle calls 
at the desk and do the paperwork required for 
formal booking procedures; and the offi  cers walk or 
drive through the community, making arrests and 
responding to emergencies. Each member of the 
department has a defi ned status and duty as well as 
specialized skills appropriate to his or her position.

 2. Hierarchical delegation of power and responsibility. 
Each position in the bureaucracy is given suffi  cient 
power to enable the individual who occupies it to do 
assigned work adequately and compel subordinates 
to follow instructions.

Such power must be limited to what is necessary 
to meet the requirements of the position. For 
example, a police chief can order an offi  cer to walk 
a specifi c beat but cannot insist that the offi  cer join 
the Lions Club.

 3. Rules and regulations. Th e rights and duties 
attached to various positions are stated clearly in 
writing and govern the behavior of all individuals 

In this type of society, members have common goals 
and values and a deep and personal involvement with 
the community. A modern-day example of such a society 
is that of the Tasaday, a food-gathering community in the 
Philippines. Th eirs is a relatively small, simple society, 
with little division of labor, no separate social classes, 
and no permanent leadership or power structure.

In contrast, in an organically integrated society, 
social solidarity depends on the cooperation of individu-

als in many positions who perform specialized tasks. Th e 
society can survive only if all the tasks are performed. 
With organic integration such as is found in the United 
States, social relationships are more formal and func-
tionally determined than are the close, personal rela-
tionships of mechanically integrated societies.

Although we may take for granted the movement 
from gemeinschafts to gesellschafts, or mechanically 
integrated to organically integrated societies, it is only 
relatively recently in the course of history that organi-
cally integrated societies have become so dominant.

BUREAUCRACY ●

Although in ordinary usage the term bureaucracy sug-
gests a certain rigidity and amount of red tape, it has a 
somewhat diff erent meaning to sociologists.

Robert K. Merton (1969) defi ned bureaucracy as “a 

formal, rationally organized social structure [with] clearly 

defi ned patterns of activity in which, ideally, every series 

of actions is functionally related to the purposes of the 

organization.”

Th e German sociologist, Max Weber (1956), pro-
vided the fi rst detailed study of the nature and origins 
of bureaucracy. Although much has changed in society 
since he developed his theories, Weber’s basic descrip-
tion of bureaucracy remains essentially accurate to this 
day.

Weber’s Model of Bureaucracy: An Ideal Type

Weber viewed bureaucracy as the most effi  cient—
although not necessarily the most desirable—form of 
social organization for the administration of work. He 
studied examples of bureaucracy throughout history and 
noted the elements they had in common. Weber’s model 
of bureaucracy is an ideal type, which is a simplifi ed, 

exaggerated model of reality used to illustrate a concept.

When Weber presented his ideal type of bureaucracy, 
he combined into one the characteristics, found in one 
form or another, in a variety of organizations. We are 
unlikely ever to fi nd a bureaucracy that has all the traits 
presented in Weber’s ideal type. However, his presenta-
tion can help us understand what is involved in bureau-
cratic systems. It is also important to recognize that 
Weber’s ideal type is in no way meant to be ideal in the 
sense that it presents a desired state of aff airs. In short, 

Max Weber viewed bureaucracy as the most effi cient—
although not necessarily the most desirable—way to organize 
work. It can lead to the common stereotype of the infl exible 
bureaucrat. These seven signs in seven languages instruct 
pepole not to ask this man any questions.
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Although employees of bureaucracies might enjoy 
the privileges of their positions and guard them jeal-
ously, they can be adversely aff ected by the system in 
ways they do not recognize. Alienation, adherence to 
unproductive ritual, and acceptance of incompetence 
are some of the results of a less-than-ideal bureaucracy.

Robert Michels, a colleague of Weber’s, also was con-
cerned about the depersonalizing eff ect of bureaucracy. 
His views, formulated at the beginning of the last cen-
tury, are still pertinent today.

The Iron Law of Oligarchy

Robert Michels (1911) concluded that the formal orga-
nization of bureaucracies inevitably leads to oligarchy, 
under which organizations that were originally idealistic 

and democratic eventually come to be dominated by a 

small self-serving group of people who achieved positions 

of power and responsibility. Th is can occur in large orga-
nizations because it becomes physically impossible for 
everyone to get together every time a decision has to be 
made. Consequently, a small group is given the respon-
sibility of making decisions. Michels believed that the 
people in this group would become corrupted by their 
elite positions and more and more inclined to make 
decisions to protect their power rather than to represent 
the will of the group they were supposed to serve.

In eff ect, Michels was saying that bureaucracy and 
democracy do not mix. Despite any protestations and 
promises that they will not become like all the rest, those 
placed in positions of responsibility and power often 
come to believe that they are indispensable to, and more 
knowledgeable than, those they serve. As time goes on, 
they become further removed from the rank and fi le.

Th e iron law of oligarchy suggests that organizations 
that wish to avoid oligarchy should take a number of 
precautionary steps. Th ey should make sure that the 
rank and fi le remain active in the organization and that 
the leaders not be granted absolute control of a cen-
tralized administration. As long as open lines of com-
munication and shared decision making exist between 
the leaders and the rank and fi le, an oligarchy cannot 
develop easily.

Clearly, the problems of oligarchy, of the bureaucratic 
depersonalization described by Weber, and of personal 
alienation all are interrelated. If individuals are deprived 
of the power to make decisions that aff ect their lives in 
many or even most of the areas that are important to 
them, withdrawal into narrow ritualism and apathy are 
likely responses.

INSTITUTIONS AND SOCIAL  ●
ORGANIZATION

Anyone who has traveled to foreign countries knows 
that diff erent societies have diff erent ways of doing 
things. Th e basic things that get done actually are quite 

who occupy them. In this way, all members of the 
organizational structure know what is expected of 
them, and each person can be held accountable for 
his or her behavior. For example, the regulations 
of a police department might state, “No member 
of the department shall drink intoxicating liquors 
while on duty.” Such rules make the activities of 
bureaucracies predictable and stable.

 4. Impartiality. Th e organization’s written rules 
and regulations apply equally to all its members. 
No exceptions are made because of social or 
psychological diff erences among individuals. 
Also, people occupy positions in the bureaucracy 
only because they are assigned according to 
formal procedures. Th ese positions belong to 
the organization itself; they cannot become the 
personal property of those who occupy them. For 
example, a vice-president of United States Steel 
Corporation is usually not permitted to pass on that 
position to his or her children through inheritance.

 5. Employment based on technical qualifi cations. People 
are hired because they have the ability and skills to 
do the job, not because they have personal contacts 
within the company. Advancement is based on how 
well a person does the job. Promotions and job 
security go to those who are most competent.

 6. Distinction between public and private spheres. A 
clear distinction is made between the employees’ 
personal lives and their working lives. It is unusual 
for employees to be expected to take business calls 
at home. At the same time, employees’ families’ lives 
have no place in the work setting.

Although many bureaucracies strive at the organi-
zational level to attain the goals that Weber proposed, 
most do not achieve them on the practical level.

Bureaucracy Today: The Reality

Just as no building is ever identical to its blueprint, no 
bureaucratic organization fully embodies all the fea-
tures of Weber’s model. One characteristic that most 
bureaucracies do have in common is a structure that 
separates those whose responsibilities include over-
seeing the needs of the entire organization from those 
whose responsibilities are much narrower and task ori-
ented. Visualize a modern industrial organization as a 
pyramid. Management (at the top of the pyramid) plans, 
organizes, hires, and fi res. Workers (in the bottom sec-
tion) make much smaller decisions limited to carrying 
out the work assigned to them. A similar division cuts 
through the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic church. 
Th e pope is at the top, followed by cardinals, archbish-
ops, and bishops; the clergy are below. Only bishops can 
ordain new priests, and they plan the church’s worldwide 
activities. Th e priests administer parishes, schools, and 
missions; their tasks are quite narrow and confi ned.
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relationship. Although a society’s institutions provide 
what can be thought of as a master plan for human 
interactions in groups, actual behavior and actual 
group organization often deviate in varying degrees 
from this plan.

Social Organization

If we step back from a mosaic, we see the many multicol-
ored stones composing a single, coordinated pattern or 
picture. Similarly, if we step back and look at society, we 
see the many actions of all its members fall into a pat-
tern or series of interrelated patterns. Th ese consist of 
social interactions and relationships expressing individ-
ual decisions and choices. Th ese choices, however, are 
not random; rather, they are an outgrowth of a society’s 
social organization. Social organization consists of 
the relatively stable pattern of social relationships among 

individuals and groups in society. Th ese relationships 
are based on systems of social roles, norms, and shared 
meanings that provide regularity and predictability in 
social interaction.

Social organization diff ers from one society to the 
next. Th us, Islam allows a man to have up to four wives 
at once, whereas in American society, with its Judeo-
Christian religious tradition, such plural marriage is not 
an acceptable family form.

Just as statuses and roles exist in ordered relation-
ships to one another, social institutions also exist in 
patterned relationships with one another in the context 
of society. All societies have their own patterning for 
these relationships. For example, a society’s economic 
and political institutions often are closely interrelated. 
So, too, are the family and religious institutions. Th us, 
a description of American social organization would 
indicate the presence of monogamy along with Judeo-
Christian values and norms and the institutionalization 
of economic competition and of democratic political 
organizations.

A society’s social organization tends to be its most 
stable aspect. Th e American social organization, how-
ever, might not be as static as those of many other soci-
eties. American society is experiencing relatively rapid 
social change because of its complexity and because of 
the great variety in the types of people who are part of 
it. Th is complexity makes life less predictable because 
new values and norms being introduced from numer-
ous quarters result in changes in social organization. 
For example, ideas about the behavior associated within 
female gender roles have changed considerably over the 
past three decades. Traditionally, married women were 
expected not to work but to stay home and attend to 
the rearing of children. Today, the majority of American 
women are working outside the home, and views on the 
roles mothers should play in the lives of their children 
are in fl ux.

similar—food is produced and distributed; people get 
married and have children; and children are raised to 
take on the responsibilities of adulthood. Th e vehicle 
for accomplishing the basic needs of any society is the 
social institution.

Social Institutions

Sociologists usually speak of fi ve areas of society in 
which basic needs have to be fulfi lled: the family sector, 
the education sector, the economic sector, the religious 
sector, and the political sector. For each of these areas, 
social groups and associations carry out the goals and 
meet the needs of society.

Th e behavior of people in these groups and associa-
tions is organized or patterned by the relevant social 

institutions—the ordered social relationships that grow 

out of the values, norms, statuses, and roles that organize 

the activities that fulfi ll society’s fundamental needs. Th us, 
economic institutions organize the ways in which soci-
ety produces and distributes the goods and services it 
needs; educational institutions determine what should 
be learned and how it should be taught; and so forth.

Of all social institutions, the family is perhaps the 
most basic. A stable family unit is the main ingredient 
necessary for the smooth functioning of society. For 
instance, sexual behavior must be regulated and chil-
dren must be cared for and raised to fi t into society. 
Hence, the institution of the family provides a system of 
continuity from one generation to the next.

Using the family as an example, we can see the dif-
ference between the concept of group and the concept 
of institution. A group is a collection of specifi c, iden-
tifi able people. An institution is a system for organiz-
ing standardized patterns of social behavior. In other 
words, a group consists of people, and an institution 
consists of actions. For example, when sociologists 
discuss a family (say the Smith family), they are refer-
ring to a particular group of people. When they discuss 
the family, they are referring to the family as an institu-
tion—a cluster of statuses, roles, values, and norms that 
organize the standardized patterns of behavior that we 
expect to fi nd within family groups. Th us, the family 
as an American institution typically embodies several 
master statuses: those of husband, wife, and, possibly, 
father, mother, and child. It also includes the statuses 
of son, daughter, brother, and sister. Th ese statuses are 
organized into well-defi ned, patterned relationships. 
Parents have authority over their children, spouses 
have a sexual relationship with each other (but not 
with the children), and so on. However, specifi c family 
groups might not conform entirely to the ideals of the 
institution.

Th ere are single-parent families, families in which 
the children appear to be running things, and fami-
lies in which there is an incestuous parent–child 
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leads to oligarchy, under which organizations that 
were originally idealistic and democratic eventually 
come to be dominated by a small, self-serving group 
of people who have achieved positions of power and 
responsibility.

Sociologists usually speak of fi ve areas of society in • 
which basic needs have to be fulfi lled: the family sec-
tor, the education sector, the economic sector, the 
religious sector, and the political sector. For each of 
these areas, social groups and associations carry out 
the goals and meet the needs of society.

Social institutions consist of the ordered relation-• 
ships that grow out of the values, norms, statuses, 
and roles that organize the activities that fulfi ll 
society’s fundamental needs. Institutions are sys-
tems for organizing standardized patterns of social 
behavior.

Social organization consists of the relatively stable • 
pattern of social relationships among individuals 
and groups in society. It diff ers from one society to 
the next.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction to 
Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

SUMMARY ■

Social groups consist of a number of people who • 
have a common identity, some feeling of unity, and 
certain common goals and shared norms.

Sociologists distinguish between primary groups, • 
which involve intimacy, informality, and emotional 
investment in one another, and secondary groups, 
which have specifi c goals, formal organization, and 
much less intimacy.

To function properly, all groups must defi ne their • 
boundaries, choose leaders, make decisions, set 
goals, assign tasks, and control members’ behavior.

A reference group is a group or social category an • 
individual uses to help defi ne beliefs, attitudes, and 
values and to guide behavior.

When individuals alter their behavior and attitudes • 
toward those in a group they wish to join, they are 
engaging in anticipatory socialization.

Associations are purposefully created special-interest • 
groups that have clearly defi ned goals and offi  cial 
ways of doing things.

A mechanically integrated society is one in which a • 
society’s collective conscience is strong and there is 
a great commitment to that collective conscience.

In an organically integrated society, social solidarity • 
depends on the cooperation of individuals in many 
positions who perform specialized tasks.

A modern form of large association is bureau-• 
cracy, which is a formal, rationally organized social 
structure with clearly defi ned patterns of activity 
that are functionally related to the purposes of the 
organization. Robert Michels concluded that the 
formal organization of bureaucracies inevitably 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER SIX STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Social group h. Dyad o. Mechanical solidarity
 b. Social aggregate i. Triad p. Organic solidarity
 c. Primary group j. Subgroup q. Bureaucracy
 d. Secondary group k. Associations r. Ideal type
 e. Instrumental l. Gemeinschaft s. Oligarchy
 f. Expressive m. Gesellschaft t. Social institutions
 g. Reference group n. Collective conscience u. Social organization

     1. A formal, rationally organized social structure divided into offi ces with specifi c tasks run on prin-
ciples of impartiality

     2. A group a person uses as a guide to values, beliefs, and behavior
     3. A goal-oriented, large, impersonal, more formal group
     4. A simplifi ed model used to illustrate a concept
     5. The relatively stable pattern of social relationships among individuals and groups in society
     6. A splinter group, usually created informally, to enable face-to-face interaction
     7. A group of people who know one another well and interact as complete individuals rather than 

in specialized roles
     8. A group of two people
     9. A group of three people
     10. Social solidarity based on similarity among people and strong commitment to the collective 

conscience
     11. Social solidarity based on difference and the fi tting together of specialized tasks
     12. Rule by a small group of self-interested people
     13. The ordered social relationships that grow out of the values, norms, statuses, and roles that 

organize the activities that fulfi ll society’s fundamental needs
     14. (Community) A group in which relations are intimate, personal, and cooperative
     15. People who share goals, norms, and a common identity
     16. Purposefully created groups with clearly defi ned goals and procedures
     17. People who have little in common but are in the same place together
     18. Durkheim’s term for the shared fundamental beliefs and values of a group
     19. (Society) A group in which relations are impersonal and independent
     20. Focused on accomplishing concrete tasks
     21. Concerning feelings and interpersonal relationships

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

a. Charles Horton Cooley c. Ferdinand Tönnies e. Max Weber
b. Georg Simmel d. Émile Durkheim f. Robert Michels

     1. Emphasized the importance of bureaucracy as a social development
     2. Proposed the idea that different types of society were held together by different types of 

 solidarity (mechanical and organic)
     3. Originated the idea of the iron law of oligarchy
     4. Developed the concepts of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft
     5. Sociologist who pioneered the idea that group size affects interaction
     6. Developed the concepts of primary and secondary groups
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Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions posed in the following section.

1. List and defi ne the six major functions of social groups:

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

d. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

e. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

f. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What are reference groups?  ___________________________________________________________________

What functions do reference groups serve?  _____________________________________________________

3. Present an example of each of the following:

a. Aggregate: ________________________________________________________________________________

b. Social group: ______________________________________________________________________________

c. Primary group: _____________________________________________________________________________

d. Secondary group: __________________________________________________________________________    

4. Using the American high school as an organization, pick three specifi c characteristics of bureaucracy 
outlined by Weber. Describe how informal structures might subvert the three formal characteristics of 
your example high school.

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

5. What is Michels’ iron law of oligarchy?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________    

6. What are the characteristics of bureaucracy? (Can you think of any that are not mentioned in the text?)

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

7. What are the differences between a social group and an institution?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Develop a list of the top three (in terms of importance to your life) primary groups to which you belong 
and the top three secondary groups. What, if anything, do these six groups share in common? What 
features are unique to each? How do the concepts of primary group and secondary group help you in 
your examination of the differences among the six groups? Select one of the three secondary groups 
and discuss what changes would need to occur for that group to become a primary group. Follow the 
same procedure for one of the three primary groups becoming a secondary group.

2. Consider the functions that all groups must perform (defi ning boundaries, setting goals, and so on). 
Compare how two different groups you are familiar with—one primary, one secondary—carry out these 
functions and how the way the group carries out this function affects how the members of the group 
feel about the group and about one another.

3. To what extent is education at your college or university bureaucratized? How do the various elements 
of bureaucracy (division of labor, impartiality, and so on) affect the content and quality of education? 
How might education be different in a less bureaucratically organized school?

4. Observe a group in operation and try to classify each statement according to whether it is instrumental 
or expressive. See whether group members seem to specialize more in one area than in the other.

Internet Activity ●

1. The Internet itself is changing social groups and organizations, but nobody is sure how. Social 
networking sites such as Facebook create new kinds of expressive relationships. But instrumental 
relationships—the work that organizations do—are also changing. Watch Clay Shirky talking about 
these changes at http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/clay_shirky_on_institutions_versus_collaboration.
html.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. q; 2. g; 3. d; 4. r; 5. u; 6. j; 7. c; 8. h; 9. i; 10. o; 11. p; 12. s; 13. t; 14. l; 15. a;
16. k; 17. b; 18. n; 19. m; 20. e; 21. f

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. e; 2. d; 3. f; 4. c; 5. b; 6. a

http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/clay_shirky_on_institutions_versus_collaboration.html
http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/clay_shirky_on_institutions_versus_collaboration.html
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but not in another? Why do Britons waiting to enter 
a theater stand patiently in line, whereas people from 
the Middle East jam together at the turnstile? In other 
words, what makes a given action—men holding hands, 
cutting into a line—normal in one case but deviant in 
another?

Th e answer is culture—more specifi cally, the norms 
and values of each culture (see Chapter 3, “Culture”). 
Together, norms and values make up the moral code 
of a culture, the symbolic system in terms of which 

 behavior takes on the quality of being “good” or “bad,” 

“right” or “wrong.” Th erefore, to decide whether any 
specifi c act is normal or deviant, it is necessary to 
know more than only what a person did. One also 
must know who the person is (i.e., the person’s social 
identity) and the social and cultural contexts of the 
act. For example, if Florence Foster Jenkins held her 
recitals on a street corner in a seedy neighborhood 
instead of on a stage at the Ritz Carlton Hotel, would 
people still have been as interested in her events? Of 
course not.

For sociologists, then, deviant behavior is behavior 

that fails to conform to the rules or norms of the group 

in question (Durkheim, 1960/1893). Th erefore, when 
we try to assess an act as being normal or deviant, we 
must identify the group by whose terms the behavior 
is judged. Moral codes diff er widely from one society to 
another. For that matter, even within a society, groups 
and subcultures exist whose moral codes diff er consid-
erably. Watching television is normal behavior for most 
Americans, but it would be seen as deviant behavior 
among the Amish.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Understand deviance as culturally relative. ◗

Explain the functions and dysfunctions of deviance. ◗

Distinguish between internal and external means of  ◗

social control.

Differentiate among the various types of sanctions. ◗

Describe and critique biological, psychological, and  ◗

sociological theories of deviance.

Discuss the concept of anomie and its role in  ◗

producing deviance.

Know how the Uniform Crime Reports and the  ◗

National Crime Victimization Survey differ as sources 
of information about crime.

Describe the major features of the criminal justice  ◗

system in the United States.

Soprano Florence Foster Jenkins believed she 
was the goddess of song. Unfortunately, she had no sing-
ing talent. She sang wildly out of tune, and her voice was 
quivering and colorless. She was, however, a wealthy 
New York socialite and did not hesitate to use her money 
to let the world know that she should be considered a 
world-class diva.

Several times a year, she would rent the Ritz Carlton 
Hotel and give stunningly inept renditions of standard 
opera arias and songs specifi cally written for her, which 
she would mangle with her appalling voice. She would cre-
ate lavish costumes for these performances, and her pia-
nist, Cosme McMoon, treated her with the utmost respect 
as he accompanied her with the appropriate music.

Eventually, her reputation produced a following, and 
tickets to her bizarre performances, which could be 
purchased only from her directly, were sold out months 
in advance and were as diffi  cult to get as those for the 
Metropolitan Opera. Her following continued to build; 
her fi nal performance took place at Carnegie Hall. When 
she died a month later, she left the following epitaph on 
her gravestone: “Some people say I cannot sing, but no 
one can say that I didn’t sing.” Florence Foster Jenkins 
was certainly an eccentric, but was she deviant?

DEFINING NORMAL AND DEVIANT  ●
BEHAVIOR

What determines whether a person’s actions are seen as 
eccentric, creative, or deviant? Why will two men walk-
ing hand in hand cause raised eyebrows in one place 
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When a person violates the norms of society, external means of 
social control will be used.
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Making Moral Judgments

As we stated, sociologists take a culturally relative view 
of normalcy and deviance and evaluate behavior accord-
ing to the values of the culture in which it occurs. Ideally, 
they do not use their own values to judge the behavior 
of people from other cultures. Even though social sci-
entists recognize that normal and deviant behavior can 
vary greatly and that no science can determine what 
acts are inherently deviant, certain acts are almost uni-
versally accepted as being deviant. For example, parent–
child incest is severely disapproved of in nearly every 
society. Genocide, the willful killing of specifi c groups of 
people—as occurred in the Nazi extermination camps 
during World War II—also is considered wrong even if 
it is sanctioned by a government or an entire society. 
Th e Nuremberg trials that were conducted after World 
War II supported this point. Even though most of the 
accused individuals tried to claim they were merely 
following orders when they murdered or arranged for 
the murder of large numbers of Jews and other groups, 
many were found guilty. Th e reasoning was that there 
is a higher moral order under which certain human 
actions are wrong regardless of who endorses them. 
Th us, despite their desire to view events from a cultur-
ally relative standpoint, most sociologists fi nd certain 
actions wrong, no matter what the context.

The Functions of Deviance

Émile Durkheim observed that deviant behavior is “an 
integral part of all healthy societies” (1895). Why is this 
true? Th e answer, Durkheim suggested, is that in the 
presence of deviant behavior, a social group becomes 
united in its response. In other words, opposition to 
deviant behavior creates opportunities for cooperation 
essential to the survival of any group. For example, let 
us look at the response to a scandal in a small town as 
Durkheim described it:

[People] stop each other on the street, they visit each 
other, they seek to come together to talk of the event 
and to wax indignant in common. From all the similar 
impressions which are exchanged, from all the temper that 
gets itself expressed, there emerges a unique temper . . . 
which is everybody’s without being anybody’s in particular. 
Th at is the public temper. (1895)

When social life moves along normally, people begin to 
take one another and the meaning of their social interde-
pendence for granted. A deviant act, however, reawakens 
their group attachments and loyalties because it repre-
sents a threat to the moral order of the group. Th e deviant 
act focuses people’s attention on the value of the group. 
Perceiving itself under pressure, the group marshals its 
forces to protect itself and preserve its existence.

Deviance also off ers society’s members an opportu-
nity to rededicate themselves to their social controls. In 

some cases, deviant behavior actually helps teach soci-
ety’s rules by providing illustrations of violation. Knowing 
what is wrong is a step toward understanding what is 
right. Deviance, then, might be functional to a group in 
that it (1) causes the group’s members to close ranks, (2) 
prompts the group to organize to limit future deviant acts, 
(3) helps clarify for the group what it really does believe in, 
and (4) teaches normal behavior by providing examples 
of rule violation. Finally, (5) in some situations, toler-
ance of deviant behavior acts as a safety valve and actu-
ally prevents more serious instances of nonconformity. 
For example, the Amish, a religious group that does not 
believe in using such examples of contemporary society 
as cars, radios, televisions, and fashion-oriented clothing, 
allows its teenagers a great deal of latitude in their behav-
iors before they are fully required to follow the dictates of 
the community. Th is prevents a confrontation that could 
result in a major battle of wills.

The Dysfunctions of Deviance

Deviance, of course, has a number of dysfunctions as 
well, which is why every society attempts to restrain 
deviant behavior as much as possible. Included among 
the dysfunctions of deviant behavior are the following: 
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These women are on a public street in the Soho section of
New York City. Are their clothes an example of deviant 
behavior?
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Organizations,” people are socialized to accept the norms 
and values of their culture, especially in the smaller and 
more personally important social groups to which they 
belong such as the family. Th e word accept is impor-
tant here. Individuals conform to moral standards not 
just because they know what they are but also because 
they have internalized these standards. Th ey experience 
discomfort, often in the form of guilt, when they violate 
these norms. In other words, for a group’s moral code to 
work properly, it must be internalized and become part 
of each individual’s emotional life as well as of his or her 
thought processes. As this occurs, individuals begin to 
pass judgment on their own actions. In this way, the 
moral code of a culture becomes an internal means of 
control—that is, it operates on the individual even in the 
absence of reactions by others.

External Means of Control: Sanctions

External means of control consist of other people’s 

responses to a person’s behavior—that is, rewards and 

punishments. Th ey include social forces external to the 
individual that channel behavior toward the culture’s 
norms and values.

Sanctions are rewards and penalties that a group’s 

members use to regulate an individual’s behavior. Th us, 
all external means of control use sanctions of one kind 
or another. Actions that encourage the individual to con-

tinue acting in a certain way are called positive sanctions. 

Actions that discourage the repetition or continuation of 

the behavior are negative sanctions.

The forms of dress and the types of behavior that are 
considered deviant depend on who is doing the judging and 
what the context might be.
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In this photo from France at the end of World War II, the 
woman whose head has been shaven is jeered by the crowd as 
she is escorted out of town. She had been a Nazi collaborator 
during the war. Émile Durkheim believed that deviant behavior 
performs an important function by focusing people’s attention 
on the values of the group. The deviance represents a threat to 
the group and forces the group to protect itself and preserve 
its existence.
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(1) It is a threat to the social order because it makes 
social life diffi  cult and unpredictable. (2) It causes con-
fusion about the norms and values of a society. People 
become confused about what is expected and what is 
right and wrong. Th e diff erent social standards compete 
with one another, causing tension among the diff er-
ent segments of society. (3) It undermines trust. Social 
relationships are based on the premise that people will 
behave according to certain rules of conduct. When 
people’s actions become unpredictable, the social order 
is thrown into disarray. (4) Deviance also diverts valu-
able resources. To control widespread deviance, vast 
resources must be shifted from other social needs.

MECHANISMS OF SOCIAL CONTROL ●

In any society or social group, it is necessary to have 
mechanisms of social control or ways of directing or 
infl uencing members’ behavior to conform to the group’s 
values and norms. Sociologists distinguish between 
internal and external means of control.

Internal Means of Control

As we already observed in Chapter 3, “Culture,” Chapter 5, 
“Social Interaction,” and Chapter 6, “Social Groups and 
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are usually under the direct or indirect control of authori-

ties. For example, to enforce certain standards of behav-
ior and protect members of society, our society creates 
laws. Behavior that violates these laws can be punished 
through formal negative sanctions. Not all sanctions are 
formal, however. Many social responses to a person’s 
behavior involve informal sanctions or actions by group 
members that arise spontaneously with little or no for-
mal direction. Gossip is an informal sanction that is used 
universally. Congratulations are off ered to people whose 
behavior has approval. In teenage peer groups, ridicule 
is a powerful, informal, negative sanction. Th e anonym-
ity and impersonality of urban living, however, decrease 
the infl uence of these controls except when we are with 
members of our friendship and kinship groups.

A Typology of Sanctions
Figure 7-1 shows the four main types of social sanc-
tions, produced by combining the two sets of sanctions 
we have just discussed, informal and formal, positive 
and negative. Although formal sanctions might appear 
to be strong infl uences on behavior, informal sanctions 
actually have a greater eff ect on people’s self-images and 
behavior. Th is is so because informal sanctions usually 
occur more frequently and come from close, respected 
associates.

 1. Informal positive sanctions are displays people use 

spontaneously to express their approval of another’s 

behavior. Smiles, pats on the back, handshakes, 
congratulations, and hugs are informal positive 
sanctions.

 2. Informal negative sanctions are spontaneous 

displays of disapproval or displeasure such as frowns, 
damaging gossip, or impolite treatment directed 
toward the violator of a group norm.

 3. Formal positive sanctions are public aff airs, 

rituals, or ceremonies that express social approval of 

a person’s behavior. Th ese occasions are planned and 
organized. In our society, they include such events 
as parades that take place after a team wins the 

Positive and Negative Sanctions
Sanctions take many forms, varying widely from group 
to group and from society to society. For example, an 
American audience might clap and whistle enthusiasti-
cally to show its appreciation for an excellent artistic or 
athletic performance, but the same whistling in Europe 
would be a display of strong disapproval. Or consider 
the absence of a response. In the United States, a pro-
fessor would not infer public disapproval because of 
the absence of applause at the end of a lecture—such 
applause by students is the rarest of compliments. In 
many universities in Europe, however, students are 
expected to applaud after every lecture (if only in a rhyth-
mic, stylized manner). Th e absence of such applause 
would be a horrible blow to the professor, a public criti-
cism of the presentation.

Most social sanctions have a symbolic side to them. 
Such symbolism has a powerful eff ect on people’s self-
esteem and sense of identity. Consider the positive feel-
ings experienced by Olympic gold medalists or those 
elected to Phi Beta Kappa, the national society honoring 
excellence in undergraduate study. Or imagine the nega-
tive experience of being given the silent treatment such 
as that imposed on cadets who violate the honor code at 
the military academy at West Point. (To some, this is so 
painful that they drop out.)

Sanctions often have important material qualities as 
well as symbolic meanings. Nobel Prize winners receive 
not only public acclaim but also a hefty check. Th e threat 
of loss of employment can accompany public disgrace 
when an individual’s deviant behavior becomes known. 
In isolated, preliterate societies, social ostracism can be 
the equivalent of a death sentence.

Both positive and negative sanctions work only 
to the degree that people can be reasonably sure they 
actually will occur as a consequence of a given act. In 
other words, sanctions work on people’s expectations. 
Whenever such expectations are not met, sanctions lose 
their ability to mold social conformity.

It is important to recognize a crucial diff erence 
between positive and negative sanctions. When society 
applies a positive sanction, it is a sign that social con-
trols are successful—the desired behavior has occurred 
and is being rewarded. When a negative sanction is 
applied, it is due to the failure of social controls—the 
undesired behavior has not been prevented. Th erefore, 
a society that frequently must punish people is failing in 
its attempts to promote conformity. A school that must 
expel large numbers of students or a government that 
frequently must call out troops to quell protests and 
riots should begin to look for the weaknesses in its own 
system of internal means of social control to promote 
conformity.

Formal and Informal Sanctions
Formal sanctions are applied in a public ritual, as in the 

awarding of a prize or an announcement of expulsion, and 

Positive Negative

Informal

Formal

2           
Informal
negative:
frowns,
avoidance,
and so on

1               
Informal
positive:
smiles, pats
on back,
and so on

4          
Formal
negative:
legal
sanctions,
and so on 

3          
Formal
positive:
awards,
testimonials,
and so on

 

FIGURE 7-1 Types of Social Sanctions
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Th ey are driven by their instincts to engage in devi-
ant behavior. Th ese people can be identifi ed by certain 
physical signs that betray their savage nature. Lombroso 
spent much of his life studying and dissecting dead pris-
oners in Italy’s jails and concluded that their criminal-
ity was associated with an animal-like body type that 
revealed an inherited primitiveness (Lombroso-Ferrero, 
1972). He also believed that certain criminal types could 
be identifi ed by their head size, facial characteristics 
(size and shape of the nose, for instance), and even hair 
color. His writings were met with heated criticism from 
scholars who pointed out that perfectly normal-looking 
people have committed violent acts. (Modern social sci-
entists would add that by confi ning his research to the 
study of prison inmates, Lombroso used a biased sam-
ple, thereby limiting the validity of his investigations.)

Shortly before World War II, anthropologist E. A. 
Hooten argued that the born criminal was a scien-
tifi c reality. Hooten believed crime was not the prod-
uct of social conditions but the outgrowth of “organic 
inferiority.”

[W]hatever the crime may be, it ordinarily arises from 
a deteriorated organism. . . . You may say that this is 
tantamount to a declaration that the primary cause of 
crime is biological inferiority—and that is exactly what I 
mean. . . . Certainly the penitentiaries of our society are 
built upon the shifting sands and quaking bogs of inferior 
human organisms. (Hooten, 1939)

Hooten went to great lengths to analyze the height, 
weight, and shape of the body, nose, and ears of crimi-
nals. He was convinced that people betrayed their crimi-
nal tendencies by the shape of their bodies:

Th e nose of the criminal tends to be higher in the root and 
in the bridge, and more frequently undulating or concave-
convex than in our sample of civilians. . . . [B]ootleggers 
persistently have broad noses and short faces and fl aring 
jaw angles, while rapists monotonously display narrow 
foreheads and elongated, pinched noses. (Hooten, 1939)

Following in Hooten’s footsteps, William H. Sheldon 
and his coworkers carried out body measurements of 
thousands of subjects to determine whether person-
ality traits are associated with particular body types. 
Th ey found that human shapes could be classifi ed as 
three particular types: endomorphic (round and soft), 
ectomorphic (thin and linear), and mesomorphic (rug-
gedly muscular) (Sheldon and Tucker, 1940). Th ey also 
claimed that certain psychological orientations are 
associated with body type. Th ey saw endomorphs as 
being relaxed creatures of comfort; ectomorphs as being 
inhibited, secretive, and restrained; and mesomorphs as 
being assertive, action oriented, and uncaring of others’ 
feelings (Sheldon and Stevens, 1942).

Sheldon did not take a fi rm position on whether tem-
peramental dispositions are inherited or are the outcome 
of society’s responses to individuals based on their body 

World Series or the Super Bowl, the presentation 
of awards or degrees, and public declarations of 
respect or appreciation (banquets, for example). 
Awards of money are a form of formal positive 
sanctions.

 4. Formal negative sanctions are actions that 

express institutionalized disapproval of a person’s 

behavior. Th ey usually are applied within the context 
of a society’s formal organizations—schools, 
corporations, or the legal system, for example—
and include expulsion, dismissal, fi nes, and 
imprisonment. Th ey fl ow directly from decisions 
made by a person or agency of authority, and 
frequently, specialized agencies or personnel (such 
as a board of directors, a government agency, or a 
police force) enforce them.

THEORIES OF CRIME AND DEVIANCE ●

Criminal and deviant behavior has been found 
throughout history. It has been so troublesome and 
so persistent that much eff ort has been devoted to 
understanding its roots. Many dubious ideas and theo-
ries have been developed over the ages. For example, a 
medieval law specifi ed that “if two persons fell under 
suspicion of crime, the uglier or more deformed was 
to be regarded as more probably guilty” (Wilson and 
Herrnstein, 1985). Modern-day approaches to deviant 
and criminal behavior can be divided into the general 
categories of biological, psychological, and sociological 
explanations.

Biological Theories of Deviance

Th e fi rst attempts to provide “scientifi c” explanations for 
deviant and criminal behavior centered on the impor-
tance of inherited factors and downplayed the impor-
tance of environmental infl uences. From this point of 
view, deviant individuals are born, not made.

Cesare Lombroso (1835–1901) was an Italian doctor 
who believed that too much emphasis was being put on 
free will as an explanation for deviant behavior. While 
trying to discover the anatomic diff erences between 
deviant and insane men, he came upon what he believed 
was an important insight. As he was examining the skull 
of a criminal, he noticed a series of features, recalling an 
apish past rather than a human present:

At the sight of that skull, I seemed to see all of a sudden, 
lighted up as a vast plain under a fl aming sky, the 
problem of the nature of the criminal—an atavistic being 
who reproduces in his person the ferocious instincts of 
primitive humanity and the inferior animals. (Quoted in 
Taylor et al., 1973).

According to Lombroso, criminals are evolutionary 
throwbacks whose behavior is more apelike than human. 
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from parent to child. Criminal behavior is not directly 
inherited, nor do the genetic factors directly cause the 
behavior; rather, one inherits a greater susceptibility 
to criminality or a predisposition to adapt to normal 
environments in a criminal way (Mednick, Moffi  tt, and 
Stacks, 1987). Mednick believed that certain individuals 
inherit an autonomous nervous system that is slow to be 
aroused or to react to stimuli. Such individuals are then 
slow to learn control of aggressive or antisocial behavior 
(Mednick, 1977).

More recent research has focused on trying to show 
that several brain chemical systems might be involved in 
sensation seeking, impulsivity, negative temperament, 
and other types of antisocial behavior. Some of this 
research has focused on neurotransmitters, chemicals 
in the brain that allow the various regions of the brain 
to communicate with each other. Th e neurotransmit-
ter serotonin has been identifi ed with impulsivity and 
aggression. It is believed that low levels of serotonin 
produce impulsive and aggressive behavior (Edwards 
and Kravitz, 1997).

Serotonin levels are related to environmental con-
ditions, however. Studies show that low levels of sero-
tonin are found in individuals who experience high and 
chronic amounts of stress (Dinan, 1996; Graeff  et al., 
1996). It also appears that poor parenting lowers sero-
tonin levels and good parenting raises them (Field et al., 
1998; Pine et al., 1997).

Critics of biological theories of criminal behavior 
claim that such theories present an oversimplifi ed view 
of genetic and biological infl uences. Th ey also worry 
that the research might be used to support the view that 
there are racial diff erences in the predisposition to crime 
(Fishbein, 2001).

types. For example, Americans generally expect heavy 
people to be good-natured and cheerful, skinny people 
to be timid, and strongly muscled people to be physically 
active and inclined toward aggressiveness. Other people 
may often encourage the person to act along the lines 
expected. In a study of delinquent boys, Sheldon and his 
colleagues (1949) found that mesomorphs were more 
likely to become delinquents than were boys with other 
body types. Th eir explanation of this fi nding emphasized 
inherited factors, although they acknowledged social 
variables. Th e mesomorph is quick to anger and lacks 
the ectomorph’s restraint, they claimed. Th erefore, in 
situations of stress, the mesomorph is more likely to get 
into trouble, especially if the individual is both poor and 
not very smart. Sheldon’s bias toward a mainly biological 
explanation of delinquency was strong enough for him 
to have proposed a eugenic program of selective breed-
ing to weed out those types he considered predisposed 
toward criminal behavior.

In the mid-1960s, further biological explanations of 
deviance appeared, linking a chromosomal anomaly in 
males, known as XYY, with violent and criminal behav-
ior. Typically, males receive a single X chromosome from 
their mothers and a Y chromosome from their fathers. 
Occasionally, a child will receive two Y chromosomes 
from his father. Th ese individuals will look like nor-
mal males; however, based on limited observations, a 
theory developed that these individuals were prone to 
commit violent crimes. Th e simplistic logic behind this 
theory is that because males are more aggressive than 
females and possess a Y chromosome that females lack, 
this Y chromosome must be the cause of aggression, 
and a double dose means double trouble. One group of 
researchers noted: “It should come as no surprise that 
an extra Y chromosome can produce an individual with 
heightened masculinity, evinced by characteristics such 
as unusual tallness . . . and powerful aggressive tenden-
cies” (Jarvik, 1972).

Today, the XYY chromosome theory has been dis-
counted. It has been estimated that 96% of XYY males 
lead ordinary lives with no criminal involvement 
(Chorover, 1979; Suzuki and Knudtson, 1989). A maxi-
mum of 1% of all XYY males in the United States might 
spend any time in a prison (Pyeritz et al., 1977). No valid 
theory of deviant and criminal behavior can be devised 
around such unconvincing data.

Current biological theorists have gone beyond the 
simplistic notions of Lombroso, Hooten, Sheldon, and 
the XYY syndrome. Today, such theories focus on tech-
nical advances in genetics, brain functioning, neurology, 
and biochemistry. Contemporary biological theories are 
based on the notion that behavior, whether conforming 
or deviant, results from the interaction of physical and 
social environments.

Th e best known of these theories is Sarnoff  Mednick’s 
theory of inherited criminal tendencies. Mednick 
proposed that some genetic factors are passed along 

Homemade meth labs have sprung up throughout the United 
States. Which theory of deviance would help explain this trend?
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such approaches tend to overemphasize innate drives at 
the same time that they underemphasize social and cul-
tural factors that bring about deviant behavior.

Behavioral Theories
According to the behavioral view, people adjust and 
modify their behaviors in response to the rewards and 
punishments their actions elicit. If we do something 
that leads to a favorable outcome, we are likely to repeat 
that action. If our behavior leads to unfavorable conse-
quences, we are not eager to do the same thing again 
(Bandura, 1969). Th ose of us who live in a fairly tradi-
tional environment are likely to be rewarded for engaging 
in conformist behavior such as working hard, dressing 
in a certain manner, or treating our friends in a certain 
way. We would receive negative sanctions if our friends 
found out that we had robbed a liquor store. For some 
people, however, the situation is reversed. Th at is, devi-
ant behavior may elicit positive rewards. A 13-year-old 
who associates with a delinquent gang and is rewarded 
with praise for shoplifting, stealing, or vandalizing a 
school is being indoctrinated into a deviant lifestyle. 
Th e group might look with contempt at the straight kids 
who study hard, make career plans, and do not go out 
during the week. According to this approach, deviant 
behavior is learned by a series of trials and errors. One 
learns to be a thief in the same way that one learns to be 
a sociologist.

Crime as Individual Choice
James Q. Wilson and Richard Herrnstein (1985) have 
devised a theory of criminal behavior that is based on an 
analysis of individual behavior. Sociologists, almost by 
defi nition, are suspicious of explanations that emphasize 
individual behavior because they believe such theories 
neglect the setting in which crime occurs and the broad 
social forces that determine levels of crime. However, 
Wilson and Herrnstein have argued that whatever fac-
tors contribute to crime—the state of the economy, the 
competence of the police, the nurturance of the family, 
the availability of drugs, the quality of the schools—they 
must aff ect the behavior of individuals before they aff ect 
crime. Th ey believe that if crime rates rise or fall, it must 
be due to changes that have occurred in areas that aff ect 
individual behavior.

Wilson and Herrnstein contend that individual 
behavior is the result of rational choice. A person will 
choose to do one thing as opposed to another because 
it appears that the consequences of doing it are more 
desirable than the consequences of doing something 
else. At any given moment, a person can choose between 
committing a crime and not committing it.

Th e consequences of committing the crime consist 
of rewards and punishments. Th e consequences of not 
committing the crime also entail gains and losses. Crime 
becomes likely if the rewards for committing the crime 
are signifi cantly greater than those for not committing 

Psychological Theories of Deviance

Psychological explanations of deviance downplay bio-
logical factors and emphasize instead the role of parents 
and early childhood experiences, or behavioral condi-
tioning, in producing deviant behavior. Although such 
explanations stress environmental infl uences, there is a 
signifi cant distinction between psychological and socio-
logical explanations of deviance.

Psychological orientations assume that the seeds of 
deviance are planted in childhood and that adult behav-
ior is a manifestation of early experiences rather than 
an expression of ongoing social or cultural factors. Th e 
deviant individual, therefore, is viewed as a psychologi-
cally sick person who has experienced emotional depri-
vation or damage during childhood.

Psychoanalytic Theory
Psychoanalytic explanations of deviance are based on the 
work of Sigmund Freud and his followers. Psychoanalytic 
theorists believe that the unconscious, the part of us 
consisting of irrational thoughts and feelings of which 
we are not aware, causes us to commit deviant acts.

According to Freud, our personality has three parts: 
the id, our irrational drives and instincts; the superego, 
our conscience and guide as internalized from our par-
ents and other authority fi gures; and the ego, the bal-
ance among the impulsiveness of the id, the restrictions 
and demands of the superego, and the requirements of 
society. Because of the id, all of us have deviant tenden-
cies, though through the socialization process, we learn 
to control our behavior, driving many of these tenden-
cies into the unconscious. In this way, most of us are able 
to function eff ectively according to our society’s norms 
and values. For some, however, the socialization pro-
cess is not what it should be. As a result, the individual’s 
behavior is not adequately controlled by either the ego 
or superego, and the wishes of the id take over. Consider, 
for example, a situation in which a man has been driv-
ing around congested city streets looking for a parking 
space. Finally, he spots a car that is leaving and pulls up 
to wait for the space. Just as he is ready to park his car, 
another car whips in and takes the space. Most of us 
would react to the situation with anger. We might even 
roll down the car window and direct some angry ges-
tures and strong language at the off ending driver. Th ere 
have been cases, however, in which the angry driver has 
pulled out a gun and shot the off ender. Instead of simply 
saying, “I’m so mad I could kill that guy,” the off ended 
party acted out the threat. Psychoanalytic theorists 
might hypothesize that in this case, the id’s aggressive 
drive took over because of an inadequately developed 
conscience.

Psychoanalytic approaches to deviance have been 
strongly criticized because the concepts are very abstract 
and cannot easily be tested. For one thing, the uncon-
scious can be neither seen directly nor measured. Also, 
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A shared moral code continues to exist, of course, but 
it tends to be broader and less powerful in determin-
ing individual behavior. For example, political leaders 
among the Cheyenne Indians led their people by per-
suasion and by setting a moral example (Hoebel, 1960). 
In contrast with the Cheyenne, few modern Americans 
actually expect exemplary moral behavior from their 
leaders, despite the public rhetoric calling for it. We 
express surprise, but not outrage, when less than honor-
able behavior is revealed about our political leaders. We 
recognize that political leadership is exercised through 
formal institutionalized channels and not through 
model behavior.

In highly complex, rapidly changing societies such as 
our own, some individuals come to feel that the moral 
consensus has weakened. Some people lose their sense 
of belonging, the feeling of participating in a meaningful 
social whole. Such individuals feel disoriented, fright-
ened, and alone.

Durkheim used the term anomie to refer to the con-

dition of normlessness in which values and norms have 

little impact and the culture no longer provides adequate 

guidelines for behavior.

Durkheim found that anomie was a major cause of 
suicide, as we discussed in Chapter 1, “Th e Sociological 
Perspective.” Robert Merton built on this concept and 
developed a general theory of deviance in American 
society.

Strain Theory
Robert K. Merton (1938, 1969) believed that American 
society pushes individuals toward deviance by overem-
phasizing the importance of monetary success while 
failing to emphasize the importance of using legitimate 
means to achieve that success. Th ose individuals who 
occupy favorable positions in the social-class structure 
have many legitimate means at their disposal to achieve 
success. However, those who occupy unfavorable posi-
tions lack such means. Th us, the goal of fi nancial suc-
cess combined with the unequal access to important 
environmental resources creates deviance.

As Figure 7-2 shows, Merton identifi ed four types of 
deviance that emerge from this strain. Each type repre-
sents a mode of adaptation on the part of the deviant 
individual; that is, the form of deviance a person engages 
in depends greatly on the position he or she occupies in 
the social structure. Specifi cally, it depends on the avail-
ability to the individual of legitimate, institutionalized 
means for achieving success. Th us, some individuals, 
called innovators, accept the culturally validated goal of 

success but fi nd deviant ways of going about reaching it. 
Con artists, embezzlers, bank robbers, fraudulent adver-
tisers, drug dealers, corporate criminals, crooked politi-
cians, cops on the take—each is trying to get ahead by 
using whatever means are available.

Ritualists are individuals who reject or deemphasize 

the importance of success once they realize they will never 

the crime. Th e net rewards of crime include not only 
the likely material gain from the crime but also intan-
gible benefi ts such as obtaining emotional gratifi cation, 
receiving the approval of peers, or settling an old score 
against an enemy. Some of the disadvantages of crime 
include the pangs of conscience, the disapproval of 
onlookers, and the retaliation of the victim.

Th e benefi ts of not committing a crime include 
avoiding the risk of being caught and punished and 
not suff ering a loss of reputation or the sense of shame 
affl  icting a person later discovered to have broken the 
law. All the benefi ts of not committing a crime lie in the 
future, whereas many of the benefi ts of committing a 
crime are immediate. Th e consequences of committing 
a crime gradually lose their ability to control behavior in 
proportion to how delayed or improbable they are. For 
example, millions of cigarette smokers ignore the pos-
sibility of fatal consequences of smoking because those 
consequences are distant and uncertain. If smoking 
one cigarette caused certain death tomorrow, we would 
expect cigarette smoking to drop dramatically.

Sociological Theories of Deviance

Sociologists have been interested in the issue of deviant 
behavior since the pioneering eff orts of Èmile Durkheim 
in the late nineteenth century. Indeed, one of the major 
sociological approaches to understanding this prob-
lem derives directly from his work. It is called anomie 
theory.

Anomie Theory
Durkheim published Th e Division of Labor in Society 
in 1893. In it, he argued that deviant behavior can be 
understood only in relation to the specifi c moral code 
it violates: “We must not say that an action shocks the 
common conscience because it is criminal, but rather 
that it is criminal because it shocks the common con-
science” (1960/1893).

Durkheim recognized that the common conscience, 
or moral code, has an extremely strong hold on the 
individual in small, isolated societies where there are 
few social distinctions among people and everybody 
more or less performs the same tasks. Such mechani-

cally integrated societies, he believed, are organized in 
terms of shared norms and values. All members are 
equally committed to the moral code. Th erefore, devi-
ant behavior that violates the code is felt by all mem-
bers of the society to be a personal threat. As society 
becomes more complex—that is, as work is divided into 
more numerous and increasingly specialized tasks—
social organization is maintained by the interdepen-
dence of individuals. In other words, as the division 
of labor becomes more specialized and diff erentiated, 
society becomes more organically integrated. It is held 
together less by moral consensus than by economic 
interdependence.
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and the individual is free to violate norms without fear 
of social disapproval. Th is theory assumes that the dis-
approval of others plays a major role in preventing devi-
ant acts and crimes.

According to Travis Hirschi (1969), one of the main 
proponents of control theory, we all have the potential 
to commit deviant acts. Most of us never commit these 
acts because of our strong bond to society. Hirschi’s view 
is that there are four ways in which individuals become 
bonded to society and conventional behavior:

 1. Attachment to others. People form intimate 
attachments to parents, teachers, and peers who 
display conventional attitudes and behavior.

 2. Commitment to conformity. Individuals invest 
their time and energies in conventional types of 
activities, such as getting an education, holding a 
job, or developing occupational skills. At the same 
time, people show a commitment to achievement 
through these activities.

 3. Involvement in conventional activities. People spend 
so much time engaged in conventional activities 
that they have no time to commit or even think 
about deviant activities.

 4. Belief in the moral validity of social rules. Individuals 
have a strong moral belief that they should obey the 
rules of conventional society.

If these four elements are strongly developed, the 
individual is likely to display conventional behavior. If 
these elements are weak, deviant behavior is likely.

More recently, Hirschi and Gottfredson (1993) have 
also proposed a theory of crime based on one type of 
control only—self-control. Th ey have suggested that 
people with high self-control will be less likely during all 
periods of life to engage in criminal acts. Th ose with low 
self-control are more likely to commit crime than those 
with high self-control. Th e source of low self-control is 
ineff ective parenting. Parents who do not take an active 
interest in their children and do not socialize them 
properly produce children with low self-control. Once 
established in childhood, the level of social control a 
person has acquired will guide them throughout the rest 
of their lives.

achieve it and instead concentrate on following and enforc-

ing rules more precisely than was ever intended. Because 
they have a stable job with a predictable income, they 
remain within the labor force but refuse to take risks 
that might jeopardize their occupational security. Many 
ritualists are often tucked away in large institutions such 
as governmental bureaucracies.

Another group of people also lacks the means to attain 
success but does not have the institutional security of 
the ritualists. Retreatists are people who pull back from 

society altogether and cease to pursue culturally legitimate 

goals. Th ey are the drug and alcohol addicts who can no 
longer function—the panhandlers and street people 
who live on the fringes of society.

Finally, there are the rebels. Rebels reject both the 

goals of what to them is an unfair social order and the 

institutionalized means of achieving them. Rebels seek to 
tear down the old social order and build a new one with 
goals and institutions they can support and accept.

Merton’s theory has become quite infl uential among 
sociologists. It is useful because it emphasizes external 
causes of deviant behavior that are within the power of 
society to correct. Th e theory’s weakness is its inability 
to account for the presence of certain kinds of deviance 
that occur among all social strata and within almost all 
social groups in American society, for example, juve-
nile alcoholism, drug dependence, and family violence 
(spouse beating and child abuse).

Control Theory
In control theory, social ties among people are impor-
tant in determining their behavior. Instead of asking 
what causes deviance, control theorists ask what causes 
conformity. Th ey believe that what causes deviance is 
the absence of what causes conformity. In their view, 
conformity is a direct result of control over the indi-
vidual. Th erefore, the absence of social control causes 
deviance. According to this theory, people are free to 
violate norms if they lack intimate attachments with 
parents, teachers, and peers. Th ese attachments help 
them establish values linked to a conventional lifestyle. 
Without these attachments and acceptance of conven-
tional norms, the opinions of other people do not matter, 
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FIGURE 7-2 Merton’s Typology of Individual Modes of Adaptation

Conformists accept both (a) the goals of the 
culture and (b) the institutionalized means of 
achieving them. Deviants reject either or both. 
Rebels are deviants who might reject the goals 
of the institutions of the current social order and 
seek to replace them with new ones that they 
would then embrace.
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Cultural Transmission Theory
Th e cultural transmission theory grows out of the work 
of Cliff ord Shaw and Henry McKay, who received their 
training at the University of Chicago, and relies strongly 
on the concept of learning. Th ey became interested in 
the patterning of delinquent behavior in that city when 
they observed that Chicago’s high-crime areas remained 
the same over the decades, even though the ethnic 
groups living in those areas changed. Further, they found 
that as members of an ethnic group moved out of the 
high-crime areas, the rate of juvenile delinquency in that 
group fell; at the same time, the delinquency rate for the 
newly arriving ethnic group rose. Shaw and McKay (1931, 
1942) discovered that delinquent behavior was taught to 
newcomers in the context of juvenile peer groups. Also, 
because such behavior occurred mostly in the context of 
peer-group activities, youngsters gave up their deviant 
ways when their families left the high-crime areas.

Edwin H. Sutherland and his student, Donald R. 
Cressey (1978), built a more general theory of juvenile 
delinquency on the foundation laid by Shaw and McKay. 
Th is theory of diff erential association is based on the 
central notion that criminal behavior is learned in the 
context of intimate groups (see Table 7-1). When crimi-
nal behavior is learned, it includes two components: 
(1) criminal techniques (such as how to break into 
houses) and (2) criminal attitudes (rationalizations that 
justify criminal behavior). People who become criminals 
are more likely to accept the rationalizations for break-
ing the law than the arguments for obeying the law. Th ey 
acquire these attitudes through long-standing interac-
tions with others who hold these views. Th us, among the 
estimated 70,000 gang members in Los Angeles County, 
status is often based on criminal activity and drug use. 
Even arrest and imprisonment are events worthy of 

Techniques of Neutralization
Most of us think we act logically and rationally most 
of the time. To violate the norms and moral values of 
society, we must have techniques of neutralization, a 

process that enables us to justify illegal or deviant behav-

ior (Sykes and Matza, 1957). In the language of control 
theory, these techniques provide a mechanism by which 
people can break the ties to the conventional society that 
would inhibit them from violating the rules. Techniques 
of neutralization are learned through the socialization 
process. According to Sykes and Matza, they can take 
several forms:

 1. Denial of responsibility. Th ese individuals argue 
that they are not responsible for their actions; 
forces beyond their control drove them to commit 
the act, such as a troubled family life, poverty, or 
being drunk at the time of the incident. In any 
event, the responsibility for what they did lies 
elsewhere.

 2. Denying the injury. Th e individual argues that 
the action did not really cause any harm. Who 
really got hurt when the individual illegally copied 
some computer software and sold it to friends? 
Who is really hurt in illegal betting on a football 
game?

 3. Denial of the victim. Th e individual sees the victim as 
someone who deserves what he or she got. Th e man 
who made an obscene gesture to us on the highway 
deserved to be assaulted when we caught up with 
him at the next traffi  c light. Some athletes, when 
accused of sexual assault of a woman, have claimed 
that the woman consented to sex when she agreed 
to go to the athlete’s hotel room.

 4. Condemnation of the authorities. Th e individual 
justifi es the deviant or criminal behavior by 
claiming that those who are in positions of power or 
are responsible for enforcing the rules are dishonest 
and corrupt themselves. Political corruption and 
police dishonesty leave us with little respect for 
these authority fi gures because they are more 
dishonest than we are.

 5. Appealing to higher principles or authorities. Th e 
individual claims the behavior is justifi ed because 
he or she is adhering to standards that are 
more important than abstract laws. Acts of civil 
disobedience against the government are justifi ed 
because of the government’s misguided policy of 
supporting a corrupt dictatorship. Th e behavior 
might be technically illegal, but the goal justifi es the 
action.

Using these techniques of neutralization, people are 
able to break the rules without feeling morally unworthy. 
Th ey might even be able to put themselves on a higher 
plane specifi cally because of their willingness to rebel 
against rules. Th ey are redefi ning the situation in favor 
of their actions.

TABLE 7-1 Sutherland’s Principles of Differential 
Association

1. Deviant behavior is learned.

2.  Deviant behavior is learned in interaction with other people in 
a process of communication.

3.  The principal part of the learning of criminal behavior occurs 
within intimate personal groups.

4.  When deviant behavior is learned, the learning includes 
(a) techniques of committing the act, which are sometimes 
very complicated or sometimes very simple, and (b) the 
specifi c rationalizations, and attitudes.

5.  A person becomes deviant because of more defi nitions 
favorable to violating the law over defi nitions unfavorable to 
violating the law.

6.  The process of learning criminal behavior involves all the 
mechanisms used in any other learning situation.

7.  Although criminal behavior is an expression of general needs 
and values, it is not explained by those general needs and 
values because noncriminal behavior is an expression of the 
same needs and values.

Source: Adapted from E. H. Sutherland and D. R. Cressey, Principles of Criminology, 
10th ed. (Chicago: Lippincott, 1978), 80–82.
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the individual who violates them, and (3) the social con-
text of the behavior in question. Let us examine these 
factors more closely.

 1. Th e importance of the violated norms. As we noted 
in Chapter 3, not all norms are equally important 
to the people who hold them. Th e most strongly 
held norms are mores, and their violation is likely 
to cause the perpetrator to be labeled deviant. Th e 
physical assault of an elderly person is an example. 
For less strongly held norms, however, much more 
nonconformity is tolerated, even if the behavior is 
illegal. For example, running red lights is both illegal 
and potentially dangerous, but in some American 
cities, it has become so commonplace that even the 
police are likely to look the other way rather than 
pursue violators.

 2. Th e social identity of the individual. In all societies, 
there are those whose wealth or power (or even 
force of personality) enables them to ward off  being 
labeled deviant despite behavior that violates local 
values and norms. Such individuals are buff ered 
against public judgment and even legal sanction. 
A rich or famous person caught shoplifting or even 
using narcotics has a fair chance of being treated 
indulgently as an eccentric and let off  with a lecture 
by the local chief of police. Conversely, those 
marginal or powerless individuals and groups such 
as welfare recipients or the chronically unemployed, 
toward whom society has little tolerance for their 
nonconformity, are quickly labeled deviant when an 
opportunity presents itself and are much more likely 
to face criminal charges.

 3. Th e social context. Th e social context within which 
an action occurs is important. In a certain situation, 
an action might be considered deviant, whereas in 
another context it will not. Notice that we say social 
context, not physical location. Th e nature of the 
social context can change even when the physical 
location remains the same. For example, for most of 
the year, the New Orleans police manage to control 
open displays of sexual behavior, even in the famous 
French Quarter. However, during the week of Mardi 
Gras, throngs of people freely engage in what at other 
times of the year would be called lewd and indecent 
behavior. During Mardi Gras, the social context 
invokes norms for evaluating behavior that do not so 
quickly lead to the assignment of a deviant label.

Labeling theory has led sociologists to distinguish 
between primary and secondary deviance. Primary 

deviance is the original behavior that leads to the appli-

cation of the label to an individual. Secondary devi-

ance is the behavior people develop as a result of having 

been labeled as deviant (Lemert, 1972). For example, a 
teenager who has experimented with illegal drugs for 
the fi rst time and is arrested for it might face ostracism 
by peers, family, and school authorities. Such negative 

respect. A youngster exposed to and immersed in such 
a value system will identify with it, if only to survive. In 
many respects, diff erential association theory is quite 
similar to the behavioral theory we discussed earlier. 
Both emphasize the learning or socialization aspect 
of deviance. Both also point out that deviant behav-
ior emerges in the same way that conformist behavior 
emerges; it is merely the result of diff erent experiences 
and diff erent associations.

Labeling Theory
Under labeling theory, the focus shifts from the deviant 

individual to the social process by which a person comes to 

be labeled as deviant and the consequences of such label-

ing for the individual. Th is view emerged in the 1950s 
from the writings of Edwin Lemert (1972). Since then, 
many other sociologists have elaborated on the label-
ing approach. Labeling theorists note that although we 
all break rules from time to time, we do not necessarily 
think of ourselves as deviant, nor are we so labeled by 
others. However, some individuals, through a series of 
circumstances, do come to be defi ned as deviant by oth-
ers in society. Paradoxically, this labeling process actu-
ally helps bring about more deviant behavior.

Being caught in wrongdoing and branded as devi-
ant has important consequences for one’s further social 
participation and self-image. Th e most important con-
sequence is a drastic change in the individual’s public 
identity. It places the individual in a new status, and 
he or she might be revealed as a diff erent kind of per-
son than formerly thought to be. Such people might be 
labeled as thieves, drug addicts, lunatics, or embezzlers 
and are treated accordingly.

To be labeled as a criminal, one need commit only a 
single criminal off ense. Yet the word carries a number 
of connotations of other traits characteristic of anyone 
bearing the label. A man convicted of breaking into a 
house and thereby labeled criminal is presumed to be a 
person likely to break into other houses. Police operate 
on this premise and round up known off enders for ques-
tioning after a crime has been committed. In addition, 
it is assumed that such an individual is likely to com-
mit other kinds of crimes as well because he or she has 
been shown to be a person without respect for the law. 
Th erefore, apprehension for one deviant act increases 
the likelihood that this person will be regarded as devi-
ant or undesirable in other respects.

Even if no one else discovers the deviance or endorses 
the rules against it, the individual who has committed it 
acts as an enforcer. Such individuals might brand them-
selves as deviant because of what they did and pun-
ish themselves in one way or another for the behavior 
(Becker, 1963).

At least three factors appear to determine whether a 
person’s behavior will set in motion the process by which 
he or she will be labeled as deviant: (1) the importance 
of the norms that are violated, (2) the social identity of 
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laws are passed to give the state the power of enforce-
ment. Th ese laws become a formal system of social con-
trol, which is exercised when informal forms of control 
are not eff ective.

It is important not to confuse a society’s moral code 
with its legal code, nor to confuse deviance with crime. 
Some legal theorists have argued that the legal code is 
an expression of the moral code, but this is not neces-
sarily the case. For example, although most states and 
hundreds of municipalities have enacted some sort 
of antismoking law, smoking is not a moral off ense. 
Conversely, it is possible to violate American moral sen-
sibilities without breaking the law.

What, then, is the legal code? Th e legal code consists 
of the formal rules, called laws, adopted by a society’s 

political authority. Th e code is enforced through formal 
negative sanctions when rules are broken. Ideally, laws 
are passed to promote conformity to rules of conduct 
the authorities believe are necessary for the society to 
function and that will not be followed if left solely to 
people’s internal controls or informal sanctions. Others 
argue that laws are passed to benefi t or protect specifi c 
interest groups with political power rather than society 
at large (Quinney, 1974, Vago, 1988).

The Emergence of Laws

How is it that laws come into society? How do we reach 
the point at which norms are no longer voluntary and 
need to be codifi ed and given the power of authority for 
enforcement? Two major explanatory approaches have 
been proposed: the consensus approach and the confl ict 
approach.

Th e consensus approach assumes that laws are 

merely a formal version of the norms and values of the 

people. Th ere is a consensus among the people on these 

treatment might cause this person to 
turn more frequently to using illegal 
drugs and associating with other drug 
users and sellers, possibly resorting to 
robberies and muggings to get enough 
money to buy the drugs. Th us, the pri-
mary deviant behavior and the labeling 
resulting from it lead the teenager to 
slip into an even more deviant lifestyle. 
Th is new lifestyle would be an example 
of secondary deviance.

A test of labeling theory was done in 
Florida. Florida law allows judges not to 
declare people guilty of a felony if they 
have been sentenced to probation, even 
though technically they were guilty of 
a felony off ense. For these people, their 
record does not refl ect a felony, and they 
could lawfully claim they have never 
been convicted of a felony. Th e authors 
looked at 96,000 Florida felony cases and 
compared those who were declared guilty of a felony with 
those for whom the judge withheld the label. Th e research-
ers found that those who received the formal label of felon 
were signifi cantly more likely to commit another crime in 
the next two years than those who did not (Chiricos et al., 
2007). Labeling theory has proved useful. It explains why 
society will label certain individuals deviant but not oth-
ers, even when their behavior is similar. Th ere are, how-
ever, several drawbacks to labeling theory. First, it does 
not explain primary deviance. Th at is, even though we 
might understand how labeling can contribute to future 
or secondary acts of deviance, we do not know why the 
original, or primary, act of deviance occurred. In this 
respect, labeling theory explains only part of the deviance 
process. Another problem is that labeling theory ignores 
the instances when the labeling process might deter a 
person from engaging in future acts of deviance. It looks 
at the deviant as a misunderstood individual who really 
would like to be an accepted, law-abiding citizen. Clearly, 
this is an overly optimistic view.

It would be unrealistic to expect any single approach 
to explain deviant behavior fully. In all likelihood, some 
combination of these various theories is necessary to 
gain a fuller understanding of the emergence and con-
tinuation of deviant behavior. (For a discussion of the 
broken-windows theory of crime prevention, see “How 
Sociologists Do It: It’s the Little Th ings Th at Matter in 
Preventing Crime.”)

THE IMPORTANCE OF LAW ●

As discussed earlier in this chapter, some interests are so 
important to a society that folkways and mores are not 
adequate to ensure orderly social interaction. Th erefore, 

Local police offi cers are limited to enforcing the law in the 
communities where they serve.
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in many states during colonial times and prohibited 
people from working or opening shops on Sunday, have 
been changed, and now vast shopping malls do an enor-
mous amount of business on Sundays.

Th e confl ict approach to explaining the emergence 
of laws sees dissension and confl ict between vari-
ous groups as a basic aspect of society. Th e confl ict is 
resolved when the groups in power achieve control. Th e 
confl ict approach to law assumes that the elite use their 

power to enact and enforce laws that support their own 

norms and values, and the laws refl ect this consensus. 
For example, people will generally agree that it is wrong 
to steal from another person. Th erefore, laws emerge, 
formally stating this fact and providing penalties for 
those caught violating the law.

Th e consensus approach is basically a functionalist 
model for explaining a society’s legal system. It assumes 
that social cohesion will produce an orderly adjustment 
in the laws. As the norms and values in society change, 
so will the laws. Th erefore, blue laws, which were enacted 

Th e broken windows theory of preventing crime has 
been popular for the past 20 years. According to the 
broken windows view, if a building has a few broken 
windows that are not repaired, a series of events 
are set in motion. Vandals eventually break more 
windows. Th e windows are still not repaired. Soon, 
criminals break into the building and steal anything 
valuable. Eventually, squatters might move in. Others 
start to recognize that the street might be dangerous 
and stay away. Criminals begin to realize that ille-
gal activities can be conducted on the street because 
no one is watching, and the process of neighborhood 
deterioration and crime sets in.

Th e broken windows view is that quality-of-life 
problems should be addressed when they are small 
and within a short period of time. Th is will show 
observers that someone cares about the area and 
that vandals and criminals will not be allowed to take 
over. Th e assumption is that if you stop petty crime 
and low-level antisocial behavior, major crimes will 
be prevented.

All of this sounds logical, but the defi nitive evidence 
confi rming this view has been lacking since the idea 
was fi rst presented. Now, a few studies are starting to 
confi rm the broken windows theory.

Th e fi rst study was done in Lowell, Massachusetts. 
Researchers and the police identifi ed thirty-four crime 
activity hot spots. In half of them, city crews cleaned 
the streets of trash, fi xed broken street lights, secured 
abandoned buildings, and made arrests for misde-
meanor violations. In the other hot spots, policing and 
services were implemented as before. Th e results, as 
seen in Figure 7-3, supported the broken windows view 
and complaints about selling drugs, public drinking, 
and loitering plunged.

A second experiment took place in the Netherlands. 
Th e researchers assumed that if people see one norm 
or rule violated, such as loose trash or graffi  ti, people 
are more likely to violate other norms themselves.

In the fi rst part of the experiment, fl iers were put on 
bikes in an alley without graffi  ti and a sign forbidding 
it. Trash cans were not available. Two-thirds of the 
cyclists put the fl iers in their pockets. When this was 
done in an alley with graffi  ti, 77% of the cyclists threw 
the fl iers on the ground.

In the second part of the study, envelopes were left 
partially sticking out of public mailboxes. Th e enve-
lopes contained the equivalent of a $5 bill. Twenty-
three percent of the letters were stolen from mailboxes 
in dirty areas, but only 13% were stolen from mail-
boxes in clean areas.

Th e researchers of these two studies believe that a 
disorderly environment produces ever more disorder 
and, eventually, a generalized state of aff airs in which 
crime and illegal activity can fl ourish.

Sources: George Kelling and Catherine Coles, Fixing Broken 

Windows: Restoring Order and Reducing Crime in Our Com-

munities (New York: Free Press, 1996); Anthony A. Braga and 
Brenda J. Bond, “Policing Crime and Disorder Hot Spots: A 
Randomized Controlled Trial.” Criminology 46, no. 3 (Au-
gust 2008); Constance Holden, “Study Shows How Degraded 
Surroundings Can Degrade Behavior,” Science 322, no. 5905 
(November 21, 2008).

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

It’s the Little Things That Matter in Preventing Crime
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FIGURE 7-3 Change in Complaints after Increased 
Attention to Quality-of Life Issues

Crime Complaint (%)

Selling Drugs –61.9

Robbery –41.8

Burglary –35.5

Nondomestic Assault –34.2

Graffi ti –23.1

Source: Anthony A. Braga and Brenda J. Bond, “Policing Crime and Disorder Hot 
Spots: A Randomized Controlled Trial,” Criminology 46, no. 3 (August 2008).
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jurisdictions often vary in their defi nitions of crimes, 
although they seldom disagree in their defi nitions of 
serious crimes.

A distinction is often made between violent crimes 
and property crimes. A violent crime is an unlawful 

event such as homicide, rape, and assault that can result 

in injury to a person. Aggravated assault, rape, and mur-
der are violent crimes. Robbery is also a violent crime 
because it involves the use or threat of force against the 
person.

Th e United States has one of the highest homicide 
rates of all industrialized countries in the world. Th e 
nation’s murder rate was 5.6 per 100,000 of population 
in 2007, compared with 4.6 per 100,000 in 1950. Th is 
number is two to three times that of most European 
countries. South Africa, Russia, Columbia, Venezuela, 
Mexico, and Jamaica have higher rates than the United 
States.

If we look for explanations for this phenomenon, 
we begin to see that in the United States homicide 
has become less of a domestic non-stranger event and 
more of an event that grows out of other criminal situ-
ations. Th is change has also made it more diffi  cult to 
solve homicides. When homicide was more likely to 
be a domestic or intimate relationship event, nearly all 
were solved. For example, 94% of all homicides in 1954 
were solved. As of 2007, the solution rate had dropped 
to 64% because homicides are increasingly likely to be 
perpetrated by individuals as they commit a variety of 
unrelated crimes (see Figure 7-4). Still, homicide has the 
highest resolution rate of all serious crimes.

Homicide is the sixth leading cause of death among 
blacks and the twentieth leading cause of death among 
whites in the United States (Anderson and Smith, 2005). 
When compared with the death toll from other major 
causes such as heart disease and cancer, the percentage 

economic interests and go against the interests of the lower 

classes. As William Chambliss (1973) noted:

Conventional myths notwithstanding, the history of 
criminal law is not a history of public opinion or public 
interest. . . . On the contrary, the history of criminal law 
is everywhere the history of legislation and appellate-
court decisions which in eff ect (if not in intent) refl ect the 
interests of the economic elites who control the production 
and distribution of the major resources of the society.

Th e confl ict approach to law was supported by 
Richard Quinney (1974) when he noted, “Law serves the 
powerful over the weak; moreover, law is used by the 
state . . . to promote and protect itself.”

Chambliss used the development of vagrancy laws as 
an example of how the confl ict approach to law works. 
He pointed out that the emergence of such laws paral-
leled the need of landowners for cheap labor in England 
during a time when the system of serfdom was breaking 
down. Later, when cheap labor was no longer needed, 
vagrancy laws were not enforced. Th en, in the sixteenth 
century, the laws were modifi ed to focus on those who 
were suspected of being involved in criminal activities 
and interfering with those engaged in the transportation 
of goods. Chambliss (1973) noted, “Shifts and changes 
in the law of vagrancy show a clear pattern of refl ecting 
the interests and needs of the groups who control the 
economic institutions of the society. Th e laws change as 
these institutions change.”

CRIME IN THE UNITED STATES ●

Crime is behavior that violates a society’s legal code. In 
the United States, what is criminal is specifi ed in writ-
ten law, primarily state statutes. Federal, state, and local 

FIGURE 7-4 U.S. Homicide Solution Rates
Source: Uniform Crime Reports; FBI supplement, “Homicide Reports 1976–2007.”
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reliable. For example, each police department compiles 
its own fi gures and defi nitions of the same crime vary 
from place to place. Other factors aff ect the accuracy of 
the crime fi gures and rates published in the reports. For 
example, a law enforcement agency or a local govern-
ment might change its method of reporting crimes so 
that the new statistics refl ect a false increase or decrease 
in the occurrence of certain crimes. Under some circum-
stances, UCR data are estimated because some jurisdic-
tions do not participate or report partial data (Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, September 2002).

Another measure of crime is provided through 
the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), which 
began in 1973 to collect information on crimes suff ered 
by individuals and households, whether or not these 
crimes were reported to the police. Th e UCR measures 
reported crimes only. Th e NCVS collects detailed infor-
mation on the frequency and nature of the crimes of 
rape, sexual assault, personal robbery, aggravated and 
simple assault, household burglary, theft, and motor 
vehicle theft.

Th e similarity between these crimes and the UCR 
categories is obvious and intentional. Some crimes are 
missing from the NCVS that appear in the UCR. Murder 
cannot be measured through victim surveys because, 
obviously, the victim is dead. Arson cannot be measured 
well through such surveys because the victim might, 
in fact, have been the criminal. An arson investigator 
is often needed to determine whether a fi re was actu-
ally arson. Also, because of problems in questioning the 
victim, crimes against children younger than age 12 are 
also excluded.

Whereas the UCR depends on police departments’ 
records of reported crimes, the NCVS attempts to 
assess the total number of crimes committed. Th e NCVS 
obtains its information by asking a nationally represen-
tative sample of 87,000 households (about 75,000 people 
over the age of 12) about their experiences as victims of 
crime during the previous six months. Th e households 
stay in the sample for three years (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, April 2009).

Of the 22.9 million crimes that occurred in 2007, the 
NCVS estimated that fewer than half of violent victim-
izations and 37% of property crimes were reported to 
the police. Of the violent crimes in 2007, 41.6% of rapes, 
65.6% of robberies, and 57.2% of aggravated assault 
with injury were brought to the attention of the police. 
Motor vehicle theft continued to be the property crime 
reported to the police the most (85.3%) (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 2008) (see Figure 7-5).

Th e particular reason most frequently mentioned 
for not reporting a crime was that it was not important 
enough. For violent crimes, the reason most often given 
for not reporting was that it was a private or personal 
matter. (See Figure 7-6 for the likelihood that someone 
will be arrested for a known crime and Figure 7-7 for the 
average time served for various crimes.)

attributed to homicide seems quite modest. Th ere is 
another way of looking at it, however. Homicide dis-
proportionately involves young victims without any 
major diseases, making them more like the victims of 
fatal automobile accidents than those dying from fatal 
diseases. In any given year, the median age of homi-
cide victims is about 33 (FBI, Supplementary Homicide 
Reports, 1976–2007). Th e number of years of life lost to 
a homicide is usually signifi cantly greater than those 
lost to a disease. Taken as a whole, the years lost to 
homicide equal nearly 80% of those lost to heart disease 
and nearly 70% of those lost to cancer (Zimring and 
Hawkins, 1997).

A property crime is an unlawful act that is committed 

with the intent of gaining property but that does not involve 

the use or threat of force against an individual. Larceny, 
burglary, and motor vehicle theft are examples of prop-
erty crimes. Criminal off enses are also classifi ed accord-
ing to how the criminal justice system handles them. In 
this respect, most jurisdictions recognize two classes of 
off enses, felonies and misdemeanors. Felonies are not 
distinguished from misdemeanors in the same way in all 
areas, but most states defi ne felonies as off enses punish-

able by a year or more in state prison. Although the same 
act might be classifi ed as a felony in one jurisdiction and 
as a misdemeanor in another, the most serious crimes 
are never misdemeanors, and the most minor off enses 
are never felonies.

Crime Statistics

It is diffi  cult to know with any certainty how many 
crimes are committed in the United States each year. 
Two major approaches are taken in determining the 
extent of crime. One measure of crime is provided by 
the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) through its 
Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). Since 1929, the FBI has 
been receiving monthly and annual reports from law 
enforcement agencies throughout the country, cur-
rently representing 94% of the national population. Th e 
UCR consists of eight crimes: homicide, forcible rape, 
robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny-theft, 
motor vehicle theft, and arson. Arrests are reported 
for 21 additional crime categories also. Not included 
are federal off enses—political corruption, tax evasion, 
bribery, or violation of environmental protection laws, 
among others.

The UCR now also includes the National Incident-
Based Reporting System (NIBRS). For each crime 
reported to the police, a variety of data are collected 
about the incident. Included is information about 
the offense, characteristics of the victim(s) and 
offender(s), description and of the stolen property, 
and characteristics of the people arrested in connec-
tion with the crime.

Sociologists and critics in other fi elds note that 
for a variety of reasons, these statistics are not always 
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FIGURE 7-5 Percentage of Selected Crimes Reported to the Police
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Crime Victimization Survey, 2007, December 2008, http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pubalp2.htm#cvus 
Accessed April 21, 2009.
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FIGURE 7-6 Likelihood That Someone Will Be Arrested for a Known Crime
Sources: Crime in the United States, 2007, Bureau of Justice Statistics, http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius2007/offenses/clearances/ind ex.html, accessed April 20, 2009.
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was larceny-theft, whereas adults were most often 
arrested for drug abuse violations (Federal Bureau of 
Investigation, 2007).

Arrests, however, are only a general indicator of crim-
inal activity. Th e greater number of arrests among young 
people might be partly due to their lack of experience 
in committing crimes and to their involvement in the 
types of crimes for which apprehension is more likely, 
for example, theft versus fraud. In addition, because 
youths often commit crimes in groups, the resolution of 
a single crime can lead to several arrests. (See Table 7-2 
for arrest rates by age.)

Indeed, one of the major diff erences between juvenile 
and adult off enders is the importance of gang mem-
bership and the tendency of youths to engage in group 
criminal activities. Gang members are more likely than 
other young criminals to engage in violent crimes, par-
ticularly robbery, rape, assault, and weapons violations. 
Gangs that deal in the sale of crack cocaine have become 
especially violent in the past decade.

Th ere is confl icting evidence on whether juveniles 
tend to progress from less serious to more serious 
crimes. It suggests that violent adult off enders begin 
their careers with violent juvenile crimes; thus they 
begin as, and remain, serious off enders. However, minor 
off enses by youths are often dealt with informally and 
might not be recorded in crime statistics.

Th e juvenile courts—traditionally meant to treat, not 
punish—have had limited success in coping with such 
juvenile off enders (Reid, 2008). Strict rules of confi den-
tiality, aimed at protecting juvenile off enders from being 
labeled as criminals, make it diffi  cult for the police and 
judges to know the full extent of a youth’s criminal record. 
Th e result is that violent youthful off enders who have 
committed numerous crimes often receive little or no 
punishment.

Defenders of the juvenile courts contend, nonethe-
less, that there would be even more juvenile crime with-
out them. Others, arguing from learning and labeling 

KINDS OF CRIME IN THE UNITED  ●
STATES

Th e crime committed can vary considerably in terms of 
the eff ect it has on the victim and on the self-defi nition 
by the perpetrator of the crime. White-collar crime is as 
diff erent from street crime as organized crime is from 
juvenile crime. In the next section, we will examine 
these diff erences.

Juvenile Crime

Juvenile crime refers to the breaking of criminal laws by 

individuals younger than age eighteen. Regardless of the 
reliability of specifi c statistics, one thing is clear: Serious 
crime among our nation’s youth is a matter of great con-
cern. Hard-core youthful off enders—perhaps 10% of all 
juvenile criminals— are responsible, by some estimates, 
for two-thirds of all serious crimes. Although the vast 
majority of juvenile delinquents commit only minor vio-
lations, the juvenile justice system is overwhelmed by 
these hard-core criminals.

Serious juvenile off enders are predominantly male, 
disproportionately minority group members (compared 
with their proportion in the population), and typically 
disadvantaged economically. Th ey are likely to exhibit 
interpersonal diffi  culties and behavioral problems, both 
in school and on the job. Th ey are also likely to come 
from one-parent families or families with a high degree 
of confl ict, instability, and inadequate supervision.

Arrest records for 2007 show that youths younger 
than age 18 accounted for 25.4% of all arrests. Th e 
most common crime that juveniles were arrested for 

FIGURE 7-7 Average Time Served for Various Types of 
Crimes
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, “State Prison Releases 2003: Time Served in 
Prison by Offenses and Release Type,” June 14, 2007.

TABLE 7-2 Age Distribution of Arrests, 2007

Age 14 and Younger 4.2

15–19 21.2

20–24 19.7

25–29 14.1

30–34  9.8

35–39 9.2

40–44 8.4

45–49 6.6

50–54 3.7

55–59 1.7

60–64 0.8

Over 65 0.6

Source: Department of Justice Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United 
States, 2007, Table 64, http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius2007/data/table_64.html, accessed 
April 20, 2009.
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perspectives, contend that the system has such a negative 
eff ect on children that it actually encourages recidivism—
that is, repeated criminal behavior after punishment. All 
who are concerned with this issue agree that the juvenile 
courts are less than effi  cient, especially in the treatment 
of repeat off enders. One reason for this is that perhaps 
two-thirds of juvenile court time is devoted to processing 
children guilty of what are called status off enses, behav-
ior that is criminal only because the person involved is 
a minor (examples are truancy and running away from 
home). Recognizing that status off enders clog the courts 
and add greatly to the terrible overcrowding of juvenile 
detention homes, states have sought ways to deinstitu-
tionalize status off enders. One approach, known as diver-
sion—steering youthful off enders away from the juvenile 
justice system to nonoffi  cial social agencies—has been 
suggested by Edwin Lemert (1981).

Violent Crime

Th e violent crime rate continues to be low compared 
to previous years. Th e 2007 rate was 43% lower than in 
1998. Th is rate has remained generally stable since 2003 
(FBI Uniform Crime Reports, 2008).

Bureau of Justice data show that 54% of all violent 
crime victims know their attackers. Nearly 70% of the 
rape and sexual assault victims know the off ender as an 
acquaintance, friend, relative, or intimate (Rennison, 
2002). Th e violent crime rate in the United States also 
includes one of the highest homicide rates in the indus-
trialized world. Th ere are more homicides in any one of 
the cities of New York, Detroit, Los Angeles, or Chicago 
each year than in all of England and Wales combined.

In addition to homicide and rape, other violent crimes 
such as aggravated assault and robbery have an eff ect on 
American households. In 2007, there were 859,000 aggra-
vated assaults and about 597,000 robberies (FBI Uniform 
Crime Reports, 2008). (For a discussion of research into 
unusual violent crimes, see “How Sociologists Do It: 
Serial Murderers and Mass Murderers.”)

Property Crime

Seventy-fi ve percent of all crime in the United States is 
what is referred to as crime against property as opposed 
to crime against a person. In all instances of crime 
against property, the victim is not present and is not 
confronted by the criminal.

Th e most signifi cant nonviolent crimes are burglary, 
auto theft, and larceny-theft. In 2007, more than 17.5 
million households reported a property crime. Among 
those were 3.2 million burglaries, and 980,000 auto 
thefts. Remember that most household thefts are not 
reported (FBI Uniform Crime Reports, 2008). Violent 
and property crime victimizations disproportionately 
aff ected urban residents. In comparison, according to 
data from the National Crime Victimization Survey, “the 

percentages of suburban and rural residents who were 
victims of crime were lower than their percentages of 
the population” (Duhart, 2000).

White-Collar Crime

White-collar crime is often used to refer to either a cer-
tain type of off ender ( for instance, high socioeconomic 
status, occupation of trust, or both) or a certain type of 
off ense ( for instance, economic crime).

Th e term white-collar crime was coined by Edwin 
H. Sutherland (1940) to refer to the acts of individuals 

who, while occupying positions of social responsibility or 

high prestige, break the law in the course of their work for 

the purpose of illegal personal or organizational gain. Th e 
FBI has decided to approach white-collar crime in terms 
of the off ense, defi ning it as “those illegal acts which are 
characterized by deceit, concealment, or violation of 
trust and which are not dependent upon the application 
or threat of physical force or violence” (Barnett, 2002).

White-collar crimes include such illegalities as 
embezzlement, bribery, fraud, theft of services, kickback 
schemes, and others in which the violator’s position of 
trust, power, or infl uence has provided the opportunity 
for him or her to use lawful institutions for unlawful 
purposes. White-collar off enses frequently involve some 
sort of deception. Th e majority of these off enses involve 
fraud or counterfeiting/forgery (Barnett, 2002).

Although white-collar off enses are often less visible 
than crimes such as burglary and robbery, the overall 
economic impact of crimes committed by such indi-
viduals are considerably greater. Not only is white-collar 
crime very expensive, it is also a threat to the fabric of 
society, causing some to argue that it causes more harm 
than street crime (Reiman, 1990). Sutherland (1961) 
has argued that because white-collar crime involves a 
violation of public trust, it contributes to a disintegra-
tion of social morale and threatens the social structure. 
Th is problem is compounded because, in the few cases 
in which white-collar criminals actually are prosecuted 
and convicted, punishment usually is comparatively 
light (Barnett, 2002).

New forms of white-collar crime involving political 
and corporate institutions have emerged in the past 
decade. For example, the dramatic growth in high tech-
nology has brought with it sensational accounts of com-
puterized heists by sophisticated criminals seated safely 
behind computer terminals. Th e possibility of electronic 
crime has spurred widespread interest in computer 
security by business and government alike. Crimes com-
mitted by corporate executives have also been highly 
publicized in recent years.

Victimless Crime

Usually we think of crimes as involving culprits and 
victims—that is, individuals who suff er some loss or 
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impoverish themselves and bring ruin on their families, 
alcoholics drive drunk and cause accidents and can be 
violent at home, and so on.

Clearly, the problems raised by the existence of vic-
timless crimes are complex. In recent years, American 
society has begun to recognize that at least some crimes 
truly are victimless and that they should therefore be 
decriminalized. Two major activities that have been 
decriminalized in many states and municipalities are 
the smoking of marijuana (though not its sale) and sex 
between unmarried, consenting adults of the same gen-
der. (For a discussion of sentences for marijuana posses-
sion, see “Sociology in Strange Places: Are Peaceful Pot 
Smokers Being Sent to Prison?”)

Victims of Crime

We have been discussing crime statistics, the types of 
crimes committed, and who commits them. But what 
about the victims of crime? Is there a pattern? Are some 
people more apt to become crime victims than others 
are? It seems that this is true; victims of crime are not 
spread evenly across society. Although, as we have seen, 
the available crime data are not always reliable, a pattern 
of victimization can be seen in the reported statistics. 

injury as a result of a criminal act. However, a number 
of crimes do not produce victims in any obvious way, 
so some scholars have used the term victimless crime to 
refer to them.

Victimless crimes are acts that violate the laws meant 

to enforce the moral code. Usually they involve narcotics, 
illegal gambling, public drunkenness, the sale of sexual 
services, or status off enses by minors. If heroin and 
crack cocaine addicts can support their illegal addic-
tions legitimately, then who is the victim? If a person 
bets $10 or $20 per week with the local bookmaker, who 
is the victim? If someone staggers drunkenly through 
the streets, who is the victim? If a teenager runs away 
from home because conditions there are intolerable, 
who is the victim?

Some legal scholars argue that the perpetrators them-
selves are victims. Th eir behavior damages their own 
lives. Th is is, of course, a value judgment, but then the 
concept of deviance depends on the existence of values 
and norms (Schur and Bedau, 1974). Others note that 
such off enses against the public order do, in fact, con-
tribute to the creation of victims, if only indirectly. Drug 
addicts rarely can hold jobs and eventually are forced 
to steal to support themselves, prostitutes are used to 
blackmail people and to rob them, chronic gamblers 

One of the arguments advocates for more lenient 
marijuana laws use to make their case is that thou-
sands of law-abiding citizens are being sent to prison 
for merely smoking a few cigarettes in the company 
of their friends or selling small amounts to others. 
For example, 24-year-old Donovan James Adams, 
described as a casual user, was tried in a Montana 
federal court and sentenced to sixty-six months in 
prison for selling three ounces of marijuana.

Critics of the nation’s drug policies often point out 
that drug off enders typically serve longer sentences 
than people convicted of robbery, rape, or assault. Are 
overzealous police offi  cers going overboard in enforc-
ing marijuana laws, or is there more to the story?

Th e United States Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) 
investigated the matter and came up with a diff erent 
story than the one put forth by people suggesting our 
marijuana laws are sending many fi rst-time off enders 
to prison. Drug off enders can be tried in state or federal 
courts depending on whether the off ense took place 
locally or crossed state lines. Of those serving time for 
any drug off ense in state prisons, the BJS found that 
83% were people who had committed crimes in the 

past, with the vast majority having multiple convic-
tions. Only 3/10 of 1% of state inmates were in prison 
for being fi rst-time marijuana possession off enders. 
Out of the 1.2 million people in state prisons, that 
comes down to 3,600 people.

In the federal prison system, the story is similar. 
Of all drug defendants convicted in federal court for 
marijuana violations, the overwhelming majority were 
guilty of drug dealing. According to the study, only 
sixty-three people were serving time in federal prison 
for simple possession. Yet even these people were not 
necessarily people smoking marijuana in their apart-
ments or dorm rooms. Th e median amount of mari-
juana these sixty-three people were in possession of 
was 115 pounds. Using the number of 85 cigarettes 
to the ounce, that equals approximately 156,400 cig-
arettes. It would be a bit diffi  cult for one person to 
smoke all those joints.

Source: “Untangling the Statistics: Numbers Don’t Lie—But 
Th ey Can Deceive,” http://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov/
publications/whos_in_prison_for_marij/untangling_the_
stats.pdf, accessed August 31, 2005.
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a national police system. Congress, however, does enact 
federal laws. Th ese laws govern the District of Columbia 
and all states when a federal off ense has been committed, 
such as kidnapping, assassination of a president, mail 
fraud, bank robbery, and so on. Th e FBI enforces many 
of these laws and assists local and state law enforcement 
authorities in solving local crimes. If a nonfederal crime 
has been committed, the FBI must wait to be asked by 
local or state authorities before it can aid the investiga-
tion. If a particular crime is a violation of both state and 
federal law, state and local police often cooperate with 
the FBI to avoid unnecessary duplication of eff ort.

Th e state police patrol the highways, regulate traffi  c, 
and have primary responsibility for the enforcement of 
some state laws. Th ey provide a variety of other services 
such as a criminal identifi cation system, police train-
ing programs, and computer-based records systems to 
assist local police departments.

Th e jurisdiction of a police offi  cer at the local level is 
limited to the state, town, or municipality in which the 
person is a sworn offi  cer of the law. Some problems inev-
itably result from such a highly decentralized system. 
Jurisdictional boundaries sometimes result in commu-
nication problems, and diffi  culty in obtaining assistance 
from another law enforcement agency.

Contrary to some expectations, the public has a great 
deal of confi dence in the police. According to a Gallup 
poll, the majority of the public rated the police either 
“very high” or “high” for honesty and ethics. Only 11% 
had a negative view of the police. Th e situation changes, 
however, when we look at the numbers more closely. Th e 
perceptions of police held by African Americans and 
white Americans diff ered dramatically. Whereas 63% of 
whites had a high level of confi dence in the police, only 
26% of African Americans felt the same way. In fact, 35% 
of blacks had very little or no confi dence in the police 
(Ludwig, 2000).

People often wonder whether putting more police 
offi  cers on the street reduces crime. It might seem that it 
should, but a number of studies have cast doubt on what 
would seem like a logical assumption. Cities with high 
crime rates have more police offi  cers. Are they having an 
eff ect in deterring crime?

It turns out a good way to determine whether the 
police help stop crime is to look at police staffi  ng dur-
ing terror alerts. More police are on the street during 
terror alerts and fewer after them. Does the crime rate 
diff er during these times? Two researchers (Klick and 
Tabarrok, 2005) looked at Washington, D.C., between 
March 2002 and July 2003. During that time, the terror 
alert level rose and fell four times. On high-alert days, 
total crimes decreased by an average of 6.6%. On high-
alert days, the police offi  cers spent an extra four hours 
on duty after their regular eight-hour shifts.

Were tourists and criminals avoiding the area dur-
ing terror alert days? No, there were as many tourists 
as before, and crime was down throughout the city. 

A person’s race, gender, age, and socioeconomic status 
have a great deal to do with whether that individual will 
become a victim of a serious crime.

Statistics show that, overall, males are much more 
likely to be victims of serious crimes than females are. 
When we look at crimes of violence and theft separately, 
however, a more complex picture emerges. Younger 
people are much more likely than the elderly to be vic-
tims of crime. African Americans are more likely to be 
victims of violent crime than are whites or members of 
other racial groups. People with low incomes have the 
highest violent-crime victimization rates. Th eft rates 
are the highest for people with low incomes (less than 
$7,500 per year) and for those with higher incomes 
(more than $30,000 per year). Students and the unem-
ployed are more likely than homemakers, retirees, or 
the employed to be victims of crime. Rural residents are 
less often crime victims than are people living in cities 
(Rennison, 2001).

Despite the growing, albeit unfounded, concern 
about crimes against the elderly, fi gures show that young 
people are most likely to be victims of serious crimes. 
For example, the violent victimization rates for people 
aged 16 to 19 are 20.3 times higher than for people 65 
and older. Similarly, one in eight people murdered are 
younger than age 18 (Rennison, 2001).

Th e reason the elderly are less likely to be the victims 
of violent crime than the young is related in part to dif-
ferences in lifestyle and income. Younger people more 
often might be in situations that place them at risk. Th ey 
might frequent neighborhood hangouts, bars, or events 
that are likely places for an assault to occur. About 22% 
of the elderly reported that they never went out at night 
for entertainment, shopping, or other activities. Th e 
only crime category that aff ected the elderly at about the 
same rate as most others (except those ages 12–24) was 
personal theft, which includes robbery, purse snatching, 
and pocket picking. Criminals might believe that the 
elderly are more likely to have large amounts of cash and 
are less likely to defend themselves, making them par-
ticularly vulnerable to these crimes (Rennison, 2001).

CRIMINAL JUSTICE IN THE UNITED  ●
STATES

Every society that has established a legal code has also 
set up a criminal justice system—personnel and pro-

cedures for arrest, trial, and punishment to deal with 

violations of the law. Th e three main categories of our 
criminal justice system are the police, the courts, and 
the prisons.

The Police

Th e police system developed in the United States is highly 
decentralized. It exists on three levels: federal, state, and 
local. On the federal level, the United States does not have 
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Before prisons, serious crimes were redressed by cor-
poral or capital punishment. Jails existed mainly for pre-
trial detention. Th e closest thing to the modern prison 
was the workhouse, a place of hard labor designed almost 
exclusively for minor off enders, derelicts, and vagrants. 
Th e typical convicted felon was either physically pun-
ished or fi ned but not incarcerated. Today’s system of 
imprisonment for a felony is a historical newcomer.

Goals of Imprisonment
Prisons exist to accomplish at least four goals: (1) to 
separate criminals from society, (2) to punish criminal 
behavior, (3) to deter criminal behavior, and (4) to reha-
bilitate criminals.

 1. Separate criminals from society. Prisons accomplish 
this purpose after felons reach the prison gates. 
Inasmuch as it is important to protect society from 
individuals who seem bent on repeating destructive 
behavior, prisons are one logical choice among 
several others, such as exile and capital punishment 
(execution). Th e American criminal justice system 
relies principally on prisons to segregate convicts 
from society, and in this regard they are quite effi  cient.

 2. Punish criminal behavior. Th ere can be no doubt 
that prisons are extremely unpleasant places in 
which to spend time. Th ey are crowded, degrading, 
boring, and dangerous.

A bigger police presence does not aff ect all crime levels 
the same. Murder levels, for example were unchanged. 
Street crimes were down considerably. Th eft from auto-
mobiles and car theft fell 40% during high-alert days. 
Burglaries dropped 15%.

Klick and Tabarrok estimated that every $1 spent to 
add police offi  cers would reduce the costs of crime by 
$4. Th ey suggest that a 10% increase in police nationally 
would mean about 700,000 fewer property crimes and 
213,000 fewer violent crimes.

The Courts

Th e United States has a dual court system consisting of 
state and federal courts, with state and federal crimes 
being prosecuted in the respective courts. Some crimes 
can violate both state and federal statutes. About 85% of 
all criminal cases are tried in the state courts.

Th e state court system varies from one state to 
another. Lower trial courts exist, mostly, to try misde-
meanors and petty off enses. Higher trial courts can 
try felonies and serious misdemeanors. All states have 
appeal courts. Many have only one court of appeal, 
which is often known as the state supreme court. Some 
states have intermediate appeal courts.

Th e federal court system consists of three basic lev-
els, excluding such special courts as the U.S. Court of 
Military Appeals. Th e U.S. district courts are the trial 
courts. Appeals may be brought from these courts to 
the appellate courts. Th ere are 11 courts at this level, 
referred to as circuit courts. Finally, the highest court is 
the Supreme Court, which is an appeals court, although 
it has original jurisdiction in some cases. Th e lower fed-
eral courts and the state courts are separate systems. 
Cases are not appealed from a state court to a lower fed-
eral court. A state court is not bound by the decisions of 
the lower federal court in its district, but it is bound by 
decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court (Reid, 2008).

How a case progresses through the criminal justice 
system, or whether it is even addressed at all, depends 
on the decisions made by people along the way. Table 7-3 
lists various ways a case can work its way through the 
criminal justice system.

Prisons

Prisons are a fact of life in the United States. As much 
as we might wish to conceal them, and no matter how 
unsatisfactory we think they are, we cannot imagine 
doing without them. Th ey represent such a fundamental 
defense against crime and criminals that we now keep 
a larger portion of our population in prisons than any 
other nation and for terms that are longer than in many 
counties. Small wonder that Americans invented pris-
ons as we know them. (For a look at incarceration in the 
United States compared to other countries, see “Global 
Sociology: A Bad Country in Which to Be a Criminal.”)

TABLE 7-3 Who Decides?

These criminal justice offi cials must decide how to proceed with 
a case:

Police Enforce specifi c laws

Investigate specifi c crimes

Search people, vicinities, 
buildings

Arrest or detain people

Prosecutors File charges or petitions for 
adjudication

Seek indictments

Drop cases

Reduce charges

Judges or magistrates Set bail or conditions for release

Accept pleas

Determine delinquency

Dismiss charges

Impose sentences

Revoke probation

Correctional offi cials Assign to type of correctional 
facility

Award privileges

Punish for disciplinary 
infractions

Paroling authorities Determine date and conditions 
of parole

Revoke parole
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Do you think the United States is soft on crime? Th ink 
again; a criminal is more likely to get hard time in the 
United States than just about anywhere else. With 
only 5% of the world’s population, the United States 
has one quarter of the world’s inmates.

Crimes such as writing a bad check or selling small 
quantities of drugs, which get a slap on the wrist in 
many countries, will produce a prison sentence in the 
United States.

Th e United States has more than 2.3 million people 
behind bars. People often assume that China has more 
inmates. China, however, with four times the U.S. pop-
ulation, has 1.6 million people in prison. Granted, they 
also have in prison, as part of “re-education” eff orts, 
several hundred thousand political activists who have 
not committed any crimes. China also imposes and 
carries out death sentences in a rapid fashion, so they 
are not a model of judicial progress.

In the United States, 750 people are in prison or 
jail for every 100,000 in population. Russia, with 628 
prisoners for every 100,000 people, is second. Th e 
other industrialized countries have much lower rates. 
For England, it is 148; Germany, 93; and Japan, 63. 
Th e median rate for all nations is about a sixth of the 
American rate.

Why is the United States so convinced that locking 
criminals up and throwing away the key is the way to 
address crime? Th e United States has much higher 

levels of violent crime than most other countries, most 
likely an outgrowth of the ready availability of guns. 
Assault rates in the United States and Great Britain 
are similar, but the murder rate, particularly with fi re-
arms, are much higher in the United States. Even with 
the recent decline in the U.S. murder rate, it is still four 
times that of Western Europe.

Th e high U.S. incarceration rates are also due to 
the concerted eff ort to address drug traffi  cking with 
long sentences that are often mandatory and cannot 
be reduced by judges. We now have about 12 times as 
many people in prison for drug crime as we had in 1980. 
In addition, in many states, judges are elected and, to 
be re-elected, must be seen as tough on crime.

U.S. prison sentences are exceptionally long com-
pared to the rest of the world. Nonviolent criminals 
often do not get prison time in many countries and, 
if they do, certainly not a very long sentence. Only 
in the United States, for example, can someone be 
imprisoned for writing bad checks. For crimes such 
as burglary, the average U.S. sentence is 16 months. 
In Great Britain, it is seven months and, in Canada, it 
is fi ve months.

In 1831, Alexis de Tocqueville traveled from Europe 
to observe U.S. prisons and noted, “In no country is 
criminal justice administered with more mildness 
than in the United States.” Nobody would make such 
a statement today.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

A Bad Country in Which to Be a Criminal
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FIGURE 7-8 Prison Inmates by Country (Inmates per 100,000 People)
Sources: International Centre for Prison Studies at King’s College, London, “World Prison Brief,” http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/law/research/icps/worldbrief/wpb_
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Not infrequently, prisoners are victims of 
one another’s violence. Inmates are constantly 
supervised, sometimes harassed by guards, and 
deprived of normal means of social, emotional, 
intellectual, and sexual expression. Prison 
undoubtedly is a severe form of punishment.

 3. Deter criminal behavior. Th e general feeling among 
both the public and the police is that prisons have 
failed to achieve the goal of deterring criminal 
behavior. Th ere are good reasons for this. First, by 
their very nature, prisons are closed to the public. 
Few people know much about prison life, nor do 
they often think about it. Inmates who return to 
society frequently brag to their peers about their 
prison experiences to recover their self-esteem. 
For the prison experience to be a deterrent, the 
very unpleasant aspects of prison life would have 
to be constantly brought to the attention of the 
population at large. To promote this approach, some 
prisons have allowed inmates to develop programs 
introducing high school students to the horrors 
of prison life. From the scanty evidence available 
to date, it is unclear whether such programs 
deter people from committing crimes. Another 
reason that prisons fail to deter crime is the funnel 
eff ect, discussed later. No punishment can deter 
undesirable behavior if the likelihood of being 
punished is minimal. Th us, the argument regarding 
the relative merits of diff erent types of punishment 
is pointless until there is a high probability that 
whatever forms are used will be applied to all (or 

most) off enders. (For more on deterrence, see 
“Sociology in Strange Places: Th e Continuing Debate 
over Capital Punishment: Does It Deter Murderers?”)

 4. Rehabilitate criminals. Many Americans believe 
that rehabilitation—the resocialization of criminals 
to conform to society’s values and norms and the 
teaching of usable work habits and skills—should be 
the most important goal of imprisonment. It is also 
the stated goal of almost all corrections offi  cials, 
yet there can be no doubt that prisons do not come 
close to achieving this aim. According to the FBI, 
67% of former inmates released from state prisons 
in 1994 committed at least one serious new crime 
within the following three years. Th is re-arrest rate 
was 5% higher than that among prisoners released 
during 1983 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, June 2002). 
(See Figure 7-11 for an assessment of the likelihood 
of prisoners being arrested again within three years 
of release.)

Sociological theory helps explain why rehabilitation 
is often ineff ective. Sutherland’s ideas on cultural trans-
mission and diff erential association point to the fact 
that inside prisons, the society of inmates has a culture 
of its own in which obeying the law is not highly valued. 
New inmates are socialized quickly to this peer culture 
and adopt its negative attitudes toward the law. Further, 
labeling theory tells us that after someone has been des-
ignated as deviant, his or her subsequent behavior often 
conforms to that label. Prison inmates who are released 
fi nd it diffi  cult to be accepted in the society at large and 

Many countries throughout the world no longer 
use the death penalty. Among those that do, China 
stands out with the largest number of executions 
each year. China, Iran, Pakistan, Iraq, Sudan, and the 
United States account for 91% of the executions in 
the world.

Th e United States executed thirty-seven inmates 
in 2008, bringing the total number of U.S. executions 
to 1,136 since 1976, the year the Supreme Court rein-
stated the death penalty. Currently, 3,220 prisoners 
await execution (see Figure 7-10 and Figure 7-11). Th e 
average person executed spends nearly 11 years on 
death row. It seems obvious that the vast majority of 
inmates sentenced to death will not be executed.

Th e public supports the death penalty. Th e Gallup 
poll has been asking Americans about the death pen-
alty for almost 50 years. As of 2006, 64% of Americans 

favored the death penalty in cases of murder, down from 
its high point of 80% in 1994 (Saad, Gallup Poll 2008).

But capital punishment has also been opposed for 
many years and for many reasons. In the United States, 
the Quakers were the fi rst to oppose the death pen-
alty and to provide prison sentences instead. Amnesty 
International, U.S.A., calls capital punishment a “horri-
fying lottery” in which the penalty is death and the odds 
of escaping are determined more by politics, money, 
race, and geography than by the crime committed. Th e 
group bases its impression on the fact that black men 
are more likely to be executed than white men; and 
southern states, including Texas, Virginia, Missouri, 
Louisiana, and Florida, account for the majority of 
executions that have occurred since 1977.

It is also no surprise that nearly all death-row inmates 
are poor. Th ey often had a public defender who might 

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES:

The Continuing Debate Over Capital Punishment: 
Does It Deter Murderers?
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not have been qualifi ed for the task. Even if the inmate’s 
attorney made errors during the defense, the defen-
dant’s appellate attorney must demonstrate that the 
defense counsel’s blunders directly aff ected the jury’s 
verdict and that without those mistakes, the jury would 
have returned a diff erent verdict (Prejean, 1993). One 
study (Radelet, Bedau, and Putnam, 1992), for instance, 
found that between 1900 and 1991, 416 innocent people 
were convicted of capital crimes, and 23 actually were 
executed. Th e two most frequent causes of errors that 
produced wrongful convictions were perjury by prose-
cution witnesses and mistaken eyewitness testimony.

Yet the arguments for capital punishment continue 
to mount, centering mainly on the issue of deterrence. 
Which brings us back to the age-old question: Does the 
death penalty deter homicide? Until the 1970s, social 
scientists continued to argue that they could fi nd no 

evidence that it did. Since then, a variety of studies have 
tried to prove that execution prevents murders. One 
study (Mocan and Gittings, 2001) concluded that each 
execution decreased the number of homicides by fi ve 
or six. Another study claimed that each execution, on 
average, prevented 18 murders (Dezhbakhsh, Rubin, 
and Shepherd, 2002). Another study reported that the 
unoffi  cial moratorium on executions during most of 
1996 in Texas appears to have contributed to additional 
homicides (Cloninger and Marchesini, 2001). Other 
studies have claimed that each execution prevents 
seventy-four murders (Adler and Summers, 2007).

More might be involved in deterrence than we think. 
Plato believed we are deterred from committing crimes 
by seeing others punished. He was referring to punish-
ments administered in public, where everyone could see 
the gory details of torture and execution. Fortunately, 

FIGURE 7-9 Persons Sentenced to Death, 1953–2007
Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Capital Punishment, 2007 Statistical Tables, NC J 224528, Table 4 [Online]. Available at http://www.
ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/html/cp/2007/tables/cp07st04.htm, accessed December 12, 2008.
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today, executions are not public, and only a small num-
ber of people witness them. In place of actually seeing 
the execution, we now have mass media reports that 
become our eyes. Therefore, deterrence should be 
related to how much an execution is publicized.

People also argue that the death penalty is applied 
in a racially discriminatory fashion. One extensive 
study (Baldus, Woodworth, and Pulaski, 1990) con-
cluded that the odds of being condemned to death 
were 4.3 times greater for defendants who killed whites 
than for defendants who killed blacks. Opponents of 
the death penalty have used this information to make 
the case that it should be abolished entirely on the 
grounds that racial bias is an inevitable part of the 
administration of capital punishment in the United 
States and that it would be better to have no death 
penalty than one infl uenced by prejudice. Others 
argue that the remedy to the problem is to do what 
is known as leveling up—increasing the number of 
people executed for murdering blacks.

Th ey point out that if we sentence more murderers 
of black people to death, we are then eliminating the 
bias. A third solution is to impose mandatory death 
sentences for certain types of crimes. In this way, 
we are eliminating discretionary judgments and the 
potential for bias (Kennedy, 1997).

In recent years, the number of executions in the 
United States has been declining, but with public sup-
port for the death penalty continuing, and with no 
broad legal challenges to capital punishment being 
waged, we can expect executions to continue.

Sources: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Sta-
tistics, Capital Punishment, 2003 Bulletin NCJ206627, Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, November, 2004, p. 9, 
Table 9. H. Prejean, Dead Man Walking (New York: Random 
House, 1993); and an interview with the author, Septem-
ber 1993. M. L. Radelet, H. A. Bedau, and C. E. Putnam, In 

Spite of Innocence (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 
1992); and an interview with the authors, January 1992. D. 
C. Baldus, G. Woodworth, and C. A. Pulaski Jr., Equal Justice 

and the Death Penalty: A Legal and Empirical Study (Bos-
ton: Northeastern University Press, 1990). R. Kennedy, Race, 

Crime and the Law (New York: Pantheon Books, 1997); and 
an interview with the author, June 1997. H. A. Bedau, ed., 
Th e Death Penalty in America: Current Controversies (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997); and an interview with 
the author, May 1997. H. Dezhbakhsh, P. H. Rubin, and J. 
M. Shepherd, “Does Capital Punishment Have a Deterrent 
Eff ect? New Evidence From Post-moratorium Panel Data,” 
Department of Economics, Emory University, January 2002. 
D. O. Cloninger and R. Marchesini, “Execution and Deter-
rence: A Quasi-Controlled Group Experiment,” Applied Eco-

nomics 35, no. 5 (2001): 569–576. Naci Mocan and Kaj Git-
tings, “Pardons, Executions and Homicide.” Working Paper 
8639, National Bureau of Economic Research, 2001. Jeff rey 
Fagan, Franklin E. Zimring, and Amanda Geller, “Capital 
Punishment and Capital Murder: Market Share and the De-
terrent Eff ects of the Death Penalty,” Texas Law Review, 84 
(June 2006): 1803–1867. Lydia Saad, Gallup Poll, “Ameri-
cans Hold Firm to Support for Death Penalty,” November 
17, 2008, http://www.gallup.com/poll/111931/Americans-
Hold-Firm-Support-Death-Penalty.aspx. Roy D. Adler and 
Michael Summers, “Capital Punishment Works,” Wall Street 

Journal, November 2, 2007, p. A13.
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A Shortage of Prisons

Today’s criminal justice system is in a state of crisis 
over prison crowding. Even though our national prison 
capacity has expanded, it has not kept up with demands. 
Th e National Institute of Justice estimates that we must 
add 1,000 prison spaces a week just to keep up with the 
growth in the criminal population.

Many states have mandated prison terms for chronic 
criminals, drunken drivers, and those who commit gun 
crimes, compounding the problem of overcrowding. Yet 
nearly every community will have an angry uprising if the 
legislature suggests building a new prison in its neigh-
borhood. Given state fi nancial pressures, community 
resistance, and soaring construction costs, people face a 
diffi  cult choice. Th ey must either build more prisons or 
let most convicted off enders go back to the community.

A key consideration in sending a person to prison is 
money. Th e custodial cost of incarceration in a medium-
security prison is $15,000 a year. Th e cost is closer to 
$35,000 after adding to this the cost of actually building 
the prison and additional payments to dependent fami-
lies. You can see why judges are quick to use probation 
as an alternative to imprisonment, particularly when 
the prisons are already overcrowded.

Th e other side of the question, however, is how much 
it costs us not to send this person to prison. Although it is 
easy to calculate the cost of an off ender’s year in prison, 
it is considerably more diffi  cult to fi gure the cost to soci-
ety of letting that individual roam the streets. Studies 
suggest that it is more expensive to release an off ender 
than to incarcerate such a person when you weigh the 
value of crime prevented through imprisonment.

How much does each crime cost the public? Th e 
National Institute of Justice has come up with a fi gure 
of $2,300 per crime. Th is number undoubtedly overesti-
mates the value of petty larcenies and underestimates the 
cost of rapes, murders, and serious assaults. It is an aver-
age, however, and it does give us some way of comparing 
the costs of incarceration with the costs of freedom. Using 
the $2,300 per-crime cost, we can see that a typical inmate 
committing dozens of crimes a year can be responsible for 
a substantial amount money lost per year. Sending 1,000 
additional off enders to prison, instead of putting them on 
probation, could cost an additional $25 million per year. 
Th e crimes averted, however, by taking these individuals 
out of the community would save society considerably 
more than that. However, this approach merely gives us 
a dollars-and-cents way of making a comparison. It does 
not in any way account for the personal anguish and 
trauma to the victims of crimes that would be averted.

Women in Prison

As prison reform began in this country, the practice was 
to segregate women into sections of the existing institu-
tions. Th ere were few women inmates, a fact that was used 

to fi nd legitimate work. Hence, former inmates quickly 
take up with their old acquaintances, many of whom are 
active criminals. It thus becomes only a matter of time 
before they are once more engaged in criminal activities.

Th is does not mean that prisons should be torn down 
and all prisoners set free. As we have indicated, prisons 
do accomplish important goals, although certain changes 
are needed. Certainly it is clear that the entire criminal 
justice system needs to be made more effi  cient and that 
prison terms as well as other forms of punishment must 
predictably follow the commission of a crime. Another 
idea, which gained some approval in the late 1960s but 
seems of late to have declined in popularity, is to create 
halfway houses and other institutions in which the inmate 
population is not so completely locked away from society. 
Th is way, they are less likely to be socialized to the prison’s 
criminal subculture. Labeling theory suggests that if the 
process of de-labeling former prisoners were made open, 
formal, and explicit, released inmates might fi nd it easier 
to win reentry into society. Finally, just as new prison-
ers are quickly socialized into a prison’s inmate culture, 
released prisoners must be resocialized into society’s cul-
ture. Th is can be accomplished only if means are found to 
bring ex-inmates into frequent, supportive, and structured 
contact with stable members of the wider society (again, 
perhaps, through halfway houses). Th e simple separation 
of prisoners from society undermines this goal.

To date, no society has been able to come up with an 
ideal way of confronting, accommodating, or prevent-
ing deviant behavior. Although much attention has been 
focused on the causes of and remedies for deviant behav-
ior, no theory, law, or social-control mechanism has yet 
provided a fully satisfying solution to the problem.

FIGURE 7-11 Likelihood of Prisoners Being Arrested 
Again within 3 Years of Release
Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Recidivism of 
Prisoners Released in 1994, Special Report NCJ 193427, Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Justice, June 2002, p. 9.
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(about 7%) of the total prison population. Relative to 
their numbers in the U.S. population, men are 14 times 
more likely than women to be incarcerated (Harrison 
and Beck, 2005) (see Figure 7-12).

Compared with male inmates, female inmates appear 
to have greater diffi  culty adjusting to the absence of their 
families, especially their children. Two-thirds of women 
in prison are mothers, and the majority (88%) of their chil-
dren are younger than age 18. Only 25% of these children 
are cared for by the father while the mother is in prison. 
Most of the time, a grandparent cares for the children.

The Funnel Effect

One complaint voiced by many of those concerned with 
our criminal justice system is the existence of the fun-
nel eff ect, in which many crimes are committed, but 
few people ever seem to be punished. Th e funnel eff ect 
begins with the fact that fewer than 50% of all crimes 
committed are reported to the police (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics Sourcebook, 2002). Only about 26% lead to an 
arrest. Further, false arrests, lack of evidence, and plea 
bargaining (negotiations in which individuals arrested 
for a crime are allowed to plead guilty to a lesser charge 
of the crime, thereby saving the criminal justice system 
the time and money spent on a trial) considerably reduce 
the number of complaints that actually are brought 
to trial. To be fair, the situation is not quite as bad as 
it appears. Th e number of arrests for serious crimes is 
considerably higher than it is for crimes in general.

What about punishment? Th ose who criticize the sys-
tem’s funnel eff ect seem to regard only a term in prison 
as an eff ective punishment. Yet the usual practice is to 
send to prison only those criminals whose terms of con-
fi nement are set at longer than one year.

Many thousands of other criminals receive shorter 
sentences and serve them in municipal and county 
jails. Th us, if the numbers of people sent to local jails as 
well as to prison are counted, the funnel eff ect appears 
less severe than it often is portrayed. Th e question then 
becomes one of philosophy. Is a jail term of less than one 
year an adequate measure for the deterrence of crime? 
Or should all convicted criminals have to serve longer 
sentences in federal or state prisons, with jails used pri-
marily for pretrial detention?

Truth in Sentencing

Th e amount of time off enders serve in prison is almost 
always shorter than the time they are sentenced to 
serve by the court. Th e public has been in favor of lon-
ger sentences and uniform punishments for prisoners. 
Prison crowding and reductions in prison time for good 
behavior have often resulted in the release of prisoners 
well before they have served their assigned sentences. 
In response to complaints that criminals were not pay-
ing for their crimes, many states enacted restrictions 

to justify not providing them with a matron. Vocational 
training and educational programs were not even con-
sidered. In 1873, the fi rst separate prison for women, the 
Indiana Women’s Prison, was opened, with its emphasis 
on rehabilitation, obedience, and religious education.

In contrast with institutions for adult males, institu-
tions for adult women are generally more aesthetic and 
less secure. Th is is an outgrowth of the fact that in the 
past, women inmates were not considered high-secu-
rity risks, nor have they proved to be as violent as male 
inmates. Women were more likely to commit property 
crimes such as larceny, forgery, and fraud. Th is trend in 
crimes has changed, however, and women now commit 
more violent crimes than property crimes. Still, three-
quarters of the violent crimes committed by women 
are the less serious type known as simple assault. Drug 
off enses by women have also increased dramatically in 
recent years (Gowdy et al., 1998).

With some exceptions, on the whole, women’s institu-
tions are built and maintained with the view that their 
occupants are not great risks to themselves or to others. 
Women inmates also usually have more privacy than men 
do while incarcerated, and women usually have individ-
ual rooms. With the relatively smaller number of women 
in prison, there is a greater opportunity for the inmates 
to have contact with the staff , and there is also a greater 
chance for innovation in programming (Reid, 2008).

Th e number of women in state and federal prisons 
was more than 114, 000 in 2007. Since 1995, the annual 
rate of growth of the female inmate population has been 
higher than the growth in the number of male inmates. 
Even though the rate of increase in the number of 
women going to prison has been greater than that for 
men, females still make up a relatively small segment 

Two-thirds of women in prison are mothers, and the vast 
majority of their children are younger than age 18. Some 
prisons, such as the maximum security women’s prison in 
Bedford Hills, New York, allow inmate mothers to keep their 
babies with them until the babies are 18 months of age.
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of prison managers to award good time, earned time, or 
both” (Mackenzie, 2000).

Sentencing reforms have also led to more blacks than 
whites going to prison after arrest. If current trends 
continue, a black male in the United States would have 
about a 1-in-3 chance of going to prison during his 
lifetime, whereas a Hispanic male would have a 1-in-6 
chance, and a white male would have a 1-in-17 chance 
of going to prison.

SUMMARY ■

A culture’s norms and values make up its moral • 
code, the symbolic system by which behavior is 
viewed as right or wrong, good or bad within that 
culture.

on the possibility of early release; these laws became 
known as “truth in sentencing.” Th e truth-in-sentencing 
laws require off enders to serve a substantial portion of 
the prison sentence imposed by the court before being 
eligible for release. Th e laws are based on the belief that 
victims and the public are entitled to know exactly what 
punishments off enders are receiving (Ditton and Wilson, 
1999).

In the 1990s, truth-in-sentencing laws gained momen-
tum with the help of the U.S. Congress, which authorized 
grants to expand or build correctional facilities if states 
would enact such laws. To receive the grants, states had 
to require people convicted of violent crimes to serve 
not less than 85% of their prison sentences.

At this point, 35 states and the District of Columbia 
have established truth-in-sentencing laws. Th is has lim-
ited the powers of parole boards to “set release dates, or 

FIGURE 7-12
Women Prisoners in State and Federal Institutions, 1925–2008
Source: Heather C. West and William J. Sabol, “Prisoners in 2007,” Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletin, December 2008, NCJ 224280.
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which a person comes to be labeled as deviant 
and the consequences of such labeling for the 
individual.

In all likelihood, some combination of these various • 
theories is necessary for gaining a fuller understand-
ing of the emergence and continuation of deviant 
behavior.

Crime is behavior that violates a society’s criminal • 
laws.

Violent crime can result in injury to a person; prop-• 
erty crime is committed with the intent of obtaining 
property and does not involve the use or threat of 
force against an individual.

Th e most serious crimes are termed felonies; less • 
serious crimes are called misdemeanors.

Th e FBI publishes statistics on the frequency of • 
selected crimes in the Uniform Crime Reports. 
Th ese statistics are not always reliable, however. Th e 
National Crime Victimization Survey shows that 
only a small fraction of all crimes are reported to the 
authorities.

Th e U.S. violent crime rate includes one of the • 
highest homicide rates in the industrialized world. 
Other violent crimes that aff ect American house-
holds include rape, aggravated assault, murder, and 
robbery.

Seventy-fi ve percent of all crime in the United • 
States is crime against property, not against a 
person.

Th e criminal justice system consists of personnel • 
and procedures to facilitate the arrest, trial, and 
punishment of those who violate the laws. Th e three 
main categories of this system are the police, the 
courts, and the prisons.

Th e goals of imprisonment include separating the • 
criminal from society; punishing criminal behavior; 
deterring criminal behavior; rehabilitating, or reso-
cializing, criminals to conform to society’s values 
and norms; and teaching them usable work habits 
and skills.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

Normal behavior conforms to the norms of the • 
group in which it occurs.

Deviant behavior fails to conform to the group’s • 
norms.

Criminal and deviant behavior has been found • 
throughout history.

Scholars have proposed a variety of theories. • 
Biological theories such as those propounded 
by Lombroso and Sheldon stressed the impor-
tance of inherited factors in producing deviance. 
Psychological explanations emphasize cognitive 
or emotional factors within the individual as the 
cause of deviance. Psychoanalytic theory sug-
gests that criminals act on the irrational impulses 
of the id because they failed to develop a proper 
superego, or conscience, in the socialization 
process. Behaviorists argue that crime is the 
product of conditioning. Sociological theories of 
deviance rely on patterns of social interaction and 
the relationship of the individual to the group as 
explanations.

Wilson and Herrnstein proposed that criminal • 
activity, like all human behavior, is the product of a 
rational choice by the individual as a result of weigh-
ing the costs and benefi ts of alternative courses of 
action.

Durkheim argued that, in modern, highly diff eren-• 
tiated and specialized societies, and particularly 
under conditions of rapid social change, indi-
viduals could become morally disoriented. Th is 
condition, which he called anomie, can produce 
deviance.

Control theorists such as Hirschi have argued that • 
everyone is a potential deviant. Th e issue, for such 
theorists, is not what causes deviance but what 
causes conformity. When individuals have strong 
bonds to society, their behavior will conform to 
conventional norms. When any of those bonds are 
weakened, however, deviance is likely.

Sykes and Matza have argued that people become • 
deviant as a result of developing techniques of 
neutralization or rationalizations to justify ille-
gal or deviant behavior. Th eir view is that these 
techniques are learned as part of the socialization 
process.

Cultural transmission theory, pioneered by • 
Shaw and McKay, emphasizes the cultural con-
text in which deviant behavior patterns are 
learned.

Sutherland and Cressey suggested the theory of dif-• 
ferential association, that individuals learn criminal 
techniques and attitudes through intimate contact 
with deviants.

Labeling theory shifts the focus of attention from • 
the deviant individual to the social process by 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER SEVEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

a. Social control j. Differential association theory s. Victimless crime
b. Informal sanctions k. Labeling theory t. Diversion
c. Formal sanctions l. Secondary deviance u. Funnel effect
d. Positive sanctions m. Violent crime v. Rehabilitation
e. Mesomorph n. Property crime w. Deterrence
f. Strain theory o. White-collar crime x. Broken windows theory
g. Innovators p. Felony y. Atavistic beings
h. Anomie q. Recidivism
i. Techniques of neutralization r. Status offense

     1. Acts of approval and disapproval applied in a public ritual, usually under the direct or indirect 
control of authorities

     2. Acts of approval or disapproval applied spontaneously by group members
     3. An approach to deviance that emphasizes the reaction to deviance and how agents of social 

control defi ne some people and acts as deviant but not others
     4. Predatory crimes, such as theft, during which the criminal does not directly confront the victim
     5. The process by which a large number of crimes results in only a small number of offenders being 

sent to prison
     6. Ways of directing or infl uencing members to conform to the group’s values and norms
     7. Crimes, such as drug use and gambling, which are not predatory but nevertheless violate the 

moral code
     8. The idea that if small instances of public disorder are ignored, more serious forms of deviance will 

follow
     9. The resocialization of criminals to conform to society’s values and norms and instruction in usable 

work habits and skills
     10. Deviant or criminal behavior that people develop as a result of having been labeled as deviant
     11. Crimes committed even after punishment has occurred
     12. A state of normlessness in which values and norms have little effect, and the culture no longer 

provides adequate guidelines for behavior
     13. A serious offense punishable by a year or more in prison
     14. In anomie theory, people who take illegal routes to socially approved goals
     15. Acts by individuals who, while occupying positions of social responsibility or high prestige, break 

the law in the course of their work
     16. The explanation of deviance emphasizing that people become deviant because they learn and 

adopt the behavior and the ideas of friends and other close contacts
     17. The explanation of crime and deviance that emphasizes that although most members of society 

share the same goals, some people have less access to legitimate routes to those goals
     18. The reduction in crime resulting from people’s fear of punishment for that crime
     19. An offense that is punishable if committed by a juvenile but not by an adult
     20. Rewards given for good behavior
     21. A ruggedly muscular body type associated with being assertive and action oriented
     22. According to Lombroso, evolutionary throwbacks whose behavior is more apelike than human
     23. Thought processes that justify illegal or deviant behavior
     24. Sending offenders, especially juveniles, to agencies outside of the justice system
     25. Crimes committed directly against a person in the perpetrator’s presence, using force or threat 

of force
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Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

 a. Émile Durkheim d. James Q. Wilson   f. Travis Hirschi
b. Cesare Lombroso   and Richard Herrnstein g. Clifford Shaw and 
 c. Sigmund Freud  e. Edwin H. Sutherland   Henry McKay

     1. Argued that crime is produced by the unconscious impulses of the individual
     2. Argued that crime is the product of a rational choice by an individual as a result of weighing 

the costs and benefi ts of alternative courses of action
     3. Developed control theory, in which it is hypothesized that the strength of social bonds keeps 

most of us from becoming criminals
     4. Suggested that criminals were evolutionary throwbacks who could be identifi ed by primitive 

physical features, particularly with regard to the head
     5. Argued that deviant behavior is an integral part of all healthy societies; developed the concept 

of anomie
     6. Used cultural transmission theory to explain why neighborhood crime rates persisted over 

decades even when the population of the neighborhood changed
     7. Developed the theory of differential association, emphasizing that people commit crime because 

they have learned “defi nitions” of behavior and law that are favorable to lawbreaking; coined 
the term “white-collar crime”

Central Idea Completions

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions posed below.

1. We usually think that deviance is dysfunctional for the society in which it occurs, but what functions can it 
serve for the society? The text mentions fi ve. Cite them and give examples.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

b.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

d. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

e. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

2. How have rates of crime and imprisonment in the United States changed over the course of the last three 
decades?

3. Describe four of the dysfunctions of deviance and give examples of each.

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    
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b.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

d.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Example  ____________________________________________________________________________________    

4. Apply Sykes and Matza’s fi ve techniques of neutralization to a situation involving cheating in a college or 
university community.

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

d.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

e.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Some explanations of crime focus on the individual offender; others look more at the factors in the 
social environment. The same is true of proposals for policies designed to reduce crime. Compare the 
ways in which these two approaches might be applied in thinking about some form of deviance on your 
own campus (academic dishonesty, excessive drinking, and so on). Describe the possible sanctions, 
both formal and informal, that might be brought to bear on this form of deviance. How effective is each 
type of sanction?

2. Tischler points out that the United States imprisons more of its population and for longer terms than 
other advanced industrialized countries (Canada, Australia, Japan, European countries). Most of these 
other countries have also abolished the death penalty (or if they have it, almost never use it). Why is the 
United States so much more punitive?

Internet Activity ●

1. Part A: Log on to the World Wide Web. Using any available search engine or browser, investigate one 
or more sites that demonstrate the following:

a. An example of a behavior you personally would defi ne as both deviant and harmful to society

b. An example of a behavior you would defi ne as deviant but not harmful to society

c. A behavior you would defi ne as deviant but not illegal

d. A behavior you believe many people older than you might defi ne as deviant but that you and members 
of your age cohort would not defi ne as deviant

Part B: After you have completed Part A, download an example page for each of the sites you visited and 
discuss:

—The common features of each form of deviance

—Which aspects, if any, of these Web sites that made you uncomfortable
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— Assuming the sites you defi ned as deviant are defi ned by others in a similar manner, the aspects of 
the behavior that leads to these defi nitions

— The role new technologies, such as the Internet, might play in a society’s shifting defi nitions of devi-
ance

2. Crime in your town. Go to the Uniform Crime Reports at (http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/ucr.htm), click the 
Crime In The United States link for the most recent year. Click City Agency and select your state from 
the list. Choose a town or city (your own, perhaps) and look at the numbers of crimes in each of the cat-
egories (murder, rape, motor vehicle theft, and so on). Compute the crime rate per 100,000 population 
by dividing the number of crimes by the town population and multiplying by 100,000. Now go back 
and look at similar data from 1995 (http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/Cius_97/95CRIME/95crime2.pdf). (Table 8, 
“Number of Offenses Known to the Police, Cities and Towns 10,000 and over in Population, 1995.”) 
How have crime rates changed? How does the change in your town compare with the change in the 
country as a whole?

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. c; 2. b; 3. k; 4. n; 5. u; 6. a; 7. s; 8. x; 9. v; 10. l; 11. q; 12. h; 13. p; 14. g; 15. o; 16. j; 17. f; 18. w; 
19. r; 20. d; 21. e; 22. y; 23. i; 24. t; 25. m

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. c; 2. d; 3. f; 4. b; 5. a; 6. g; 7. e
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“Anyone can learn how to tie the knot with that 
seven-fi gure bank account,” Sayles advises in a Texas 
drawl. ”What you need to do is to meet Mr. or Ms. Rich 
and then display the social graces needed for those cozy 
limousine rides and weekends at country estates. . . . 
I don’t tell you to marry the rich,” she said. “But I teach 
you how, so at least if you don’t . . . it’s your choice” 
(Jensen, 1999).

Americans like to think that social stratifi cation and 
social class are minor issues. After all, we do not have inher-
ited ranks, titles, or honors. We do not have coats of arms 
or rigid caste rankings. Besides, equality among men—
and women—is an ideal guaranteed by our Constitution 
and summoned forth regularly in speeches from podiums 
and lecterns across the land. Yet lavish displays of wealth 
and the attempts of many people to obtain power and 
privilege make it diffi  cult to ignore social inequality and 
the uneven distribution of material rewards.

In this chapter, we begin to see that social stratifi ca-
tion is quite complex and open to many subtle varia-
tions. It does not always fi t neatly into our stereotypes.

Th e United States is characterized by enormous 
diversity in wealth and power. Once rewards are distrib-
uted unequally within a society, economic, political, and 
social stratifi cation begin.

THE AMERICAN CLASS STRUCTURE ●

A social class consists of a category of people who share 

similar opportunities, similar economic and vocational 

positions, similar lifestyles, and similar attitudes and 

behaviors. A society that has several social classes and per-

mits social mobility is based on a class system of strati-

fi cation. Class boundaries are maintained by limiting 
social interaction, intermarriage, and mobility into that 
class.

Some form of class system is usually present in 
all industrial societies, whether they are capitalist or 
communist. Social mobility in a class system is often 
the result of an occupational structure that opens up 
higher-level jobs to anyone with the education and 
experience required. A class society encourages striv-
ing and achievement. Here in the United States, we 
should fi nd this concept familiar because ours is basi-
cally a class society.

Th ere is little agreement among sociologists about 
how many social classes exist in the United States and 
what their characteristics might be. For our purposes 
here, however, we will follow a relatively common 
approach of assuming that there are fi ve social classes 
in the United States: upper class, upper-middle class, 
middle-middle class; lower-middle class, and lower class 
(Rossides, 1990). Table 8-1 presents descriptions of each 
of these social classes.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Explain the factors that affect a person’s chances of  ◗

upward social mobility.

Describe the distribution of wealth and income in the  ◗

United States.

Summarize the functionalist and confl ict theory views  ◗

of social stratifi cation.

Describe the characteristics of each of the social  ◗

classes in the United States.

Describe differences in the poverty rate among  ◗

various groups in American society.

Compare poverty rates in the United States with  ◗

those of other industrialized countries.

Describe some of the personal and social  ◗

consequences of a person’s position in the class 
structure.

The dream always involved leaving the state. 
Kentucky was home, sure, and I loved it. We all did. But it 
would’ve been nice if home had a subway or palm trees, 
or a pro sports team, even a bad one.

Success was an exit sign. Aspiration demanded it.
—Jerry Brewer, “Hello from a Kentuckian”

We wore ties on Sunday and black wool suits called 
B-suits, with the school crest on our top pocket. Th e 
crest was a dragon whose head reached out toward the 
sun. Under that came the motto.

—Arduus ad SolemW

My father had taught me a song to help me do up my 
tie. It had the tune of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” and 
went “Over, under, over, through, pull the little end away 
from you.”

Some Sunday afternoons, the school was like a ghost 
town. Th e day before, parents had clogged the school 
with their Bentleys and Range Rovers and Rollses and 
driven away their sons. Th e ones who remained were 
mostly boys who lived abroad. Th ey weren’t foreign. It 
was just that their parents were working in Singapore or 
Hong Kong or Bermuda.

—Paul Watkins, Stand before Your God: 

A Boarding School Memoir

Ginie Sayles went from being a single mother on welfare 
to a wealthy lifestyle by marrying a rich man. She gives 
lectures on how others can do the same.
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2009 list are people such as William Gates, the founder of 
Microsoft Corporation, who has a net worth of $40 billion; 
Warren Buff ett, the founder of Berkshire Hathaway, is 
worth $37 billion; and Larry Ellison, the founder of Oracle 
Corporation, has a net worth exceeding $22 billion.

Not all billionaires lead opulent lifestyles, and many 
in the upper class do not approve of displaying wealth. 
For many, the money is merely a way of keeping score of 
how well they are doing at their chosen endeavors.

The Upper-Middle Class

Th e upper-middle class comprises successful business 
and professional people and their families. Th ey are 
usually just below the top in an organizational hierar-
chy but still command a reasonably high income. Many 
aspects of their lives are dominated by their careers, and 
continued success in this area is a long-term consider-
ation. Th ese people often have a college education, own 
property, and have a savings reserve. Th ey usually live in 
comfortable homes in the more exclusive areas of a com-
munity, are active in civic groups, and carefully plan for 
the future. Th ey very likely belong to a church. Th e most 
common denominations represented are Presbyterians, 
Episcopalians, Congregationalists, Jews, and Unitarian 
Universalists. In the United States, 10 to 15% of the pop-
ulation falls into this category.

A large percentage of the new upper-middle class are 
two-income couples, both of whom are college-educated 
and employed as corporate executives, high government 
offi  cials, business owners, or professionals. Th ese rela-
tively affl  uent individuals are changing the face of many 
communities. Th ey are gentrifying rundown city neigh-
borhoods with their presence and their money.

The Middle-Middle Class

Th e middle-middle class shares many characteristics 
with the upper-middle class, but its members have not 
been able to achieve the same kind of lifestyle because of 
economic or educational shortcomings.

The Upper Class

Members of the upper class have great wealth, often 
going back for many generations. Th ey recognize one 
another, and are recognized by others, by reputation and 
lifestyle. Th ey usually have high prestige and a lifestyle 
that excludes those of other classes. Members of this class 
often infl uence society’s basic economic and political 
structures. Th e upper class usually isolates itself from the 
rest of society by residential segregation, private clubs, and 
private schools. Historically, they have been Protestant, 
especially Episcopalian or Presbyterian. Th is is less true 
today. It is estimated that in the United States, the upper 
class consists of from 1 to 3% of the population.

Since the 1970s, the upper class also has come to include 
society’s new entrepreneurs—people who have often 
made many millions, and sometimes billions, of dollars in 
business. In many respects, these people do not resemble 
the upper class of the past. Included in Forbes magazine’s 

TABLE 8-1 Social Classes in the United States

Class Occupation Education Children’s Education

Upper class Corporate ownership; upper-echelon politics; 
honorifi c positions in government and the arts

Liberal arts education at elite 
schools

College and postcollege

Upper-middle class Professional and technical fi elds; managers; 
offi cials; proprietors

College and graduate 
training

College and graduate 
training

Middle-middle class Clerical and sales positions; smallbusiness 
semiprofessionals; farmers

High school; some college Option of college

Lower-middle class Skilled and semiskilled manual labor; 
craftspeople; foremen; nonfarm workers

Grade school; some or all of 
high school

High school; vocational 
school

Lower class Unskilled labor and service work; private 
household work and farm labor

Grade school Little interest in education; 
high school dropouts

Source: Adapted from Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1981, U.S. Bureau of the Census, (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi ce, 1981.)

Social inequality involves the uneven distribution of privileges, 
material rewards, and power.
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Money, power, and prestige are distributed unequally 
among these classes. However, members of all fi ve 
classes share a desire to advance and achieve success, 
which makes them believe that the system is just and 
that upward mobility is open to all. Th erefore, they tend 
to blame themselves for lack of success and for material 
need (Vanfossen, 1979).

Income Distribution

Th e U.S. Bureau of the Census has published annual esti-
mates of the distribution of family income since 1947. 

Usually high school graduates with modest incomes, 
they are semiprofessionals, clerical and sales workers, 
and upper-level manual laborers.

Th ey emphasize respectability and security, have 
some savings, and are politically and economically con-
servative. Th ey often would like to improve their stan-
dard of living, jobs, and family incomes. Th ey are likely 
to be represented among the Protestant denominations 
such as Baptists, Methodists, and Lutherans, or they 
might be Catholic or Greek Orthodox. Th ey make up 
25 to 30% of the United States population.

The Lower-Middle Class

Th e lower-middle class comprises skilled and semi-
skilled laborers, factory employees, and other blue-collar 
workers. Th ese are the people who keep the country’s 
machinery going. Th ey are assembly-line workers, auto 
mechanics, and repair personnel. Th ey are the most 
likely to be aff ected by economic downturns. More than 
half belong to unions.

Lower-middleclass people live adequately but have 
little for luxuries. Th ey are less likely to vote than the 
higher classes, and they feel politically powerless. 
Although they have little time to be involved in civic 
organizations, they are very much involved with their 
extended families. Th e families are likely to be patriar-
chal with sharply segregated sex roles. Th ey stress obe-
dience and respect for elders. Many of them have not 
fi nished high school. Th e religious makeup is similar to 
that of the lower-middle class. Th ey represent 25 to 30% 
of the United States population.

The Lower Class

Th ese are the people at the bottom of the economic 
ladder. Th ey have little in the way of education or occu-
pational skills and consequently are unemployed or 
underemployed. Lower-class families often have many 
problems, including broken homes, illegitimacy, crimi-
nal involvement, and alcoholism.

Members of the lower class have little knowledge 
of world events, are not involved with their communi-
ties, and usually do not identify with other poor people. 
Th ey have low voting rates. Because of a variety of per-
sonal and economic problems, they often have no way 
of improving their lot in life. For them, life is a matter of 
surviving from one day to the next. Th eir dropout rate 
from school is high, and they have the highest rates of 
illiteracy of any of the groups. Th e lower class is dispro-
portionately African American and Hispanic, but race 
and poverty do not defi ne the class exclusively. Rather, it 
is defi ned by a set of characteristics and conditions that 
are part of a broader lifestyle. Lower-class people often 
belong to fundamentalist or revivalist religious sects. 
About 15 to 20% of the population falls into this class.

Members of the upper-middle class are involved in professional 
and technical fi elds.
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In a class society the desire for wealth produces a variety of 
business ventures.
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Th roughout much of U.S. history, there has been a large 
gap in the amount of wealth held by America’s richest 
and poorest citizens. During the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, the richest 1% of U.S. adults held between 
20% and 30% of all private wealth in the country.

Around the start of the 1970s, the income gap began 
to grow—slowly at fi rst and then more rapidly during 
the early 1980s. Today, the gap between rich and poor 
Americans is at the highest level since the late 1970s. 
Th e top wage earners have seen large increases in 
their real incomes, whereas those at the bottom have 
actually experienced losses in real income.

One reason for the increasing wage gap was a 
decline in low-skill jobs based in the United States 
as manufacturers moved their jobs to other coun-
tries where labor was cheaper. It has become harder 
for people without special skills to land jobs that pay 
relatively high wages.

Does the U.S. government have an obligation 
to shrink the income gap? Or is a substantial gap 
between the highest- and the lowest-paid workers 
simply a natural part of a capitalist economy?

In the United States, there is a strong belief that 
what matters most is the opportunity to move up 

rather than that the government is making sure there 
is an equality of outcomes. Everyone should have a 
chance to advance because of their talents and hard 
work, the thinking goes. People are likely to proclaim 
that if you are well off , you earned it. If you are poor, 
you did not take advantage of the opportunities avail-
able to you.

Th is view is not necessarily shared in other mid-
dle-income and wealthy countries. For example, 69% 
of Americans agree with the statement that “people 
are rewarded for intelligence and skill,” compared 
with the average of 39% for the other 25 countries 
in an international sample. Sixty-one percent of 
Americans believe that “people are rewarded for 
their eff orts,” but only 36% agree with that statement 
from the international sample. Despite rising income 
inequalities, Americans are still reluctant to let the 
government take responsibility for reducing income 
disparities.

Source: Isabell Sawhill and John E Morton, “Economic Mo-
bility: Is the American Dream Alive and Well?” Economic 
Mobility Project, Washington, D.C.: Pew Charitable Trust, 
May 2007.

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY
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Th ose fi gures show a highly unequal distribution of 
wealth. In 2007, for example, the richest one-fi fth of fami-
lies earned 48.5% of the total income for the year, whereas 
the poorest one-fi fth earned only 3.7% (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, Current Population Survey, 2007 and 2008 Annual 
Social and Economic supplements). (See Table 8-2.)

Without further elaboration, this information 
allows us to imagine that the richest one-fifth of 
families consists of millionaire real estate moguls, 
Wall Street professionals, and CEOs of major compa-
nies. The image is somewhat misleading. In 2007, the 
richest one-fifth included all families with incomes 
of $112,638 or more (see Figure 8-2). Keep in mind 
that this is a family income derived from jobs held 
by husbands, wives, and all other family members. 
Family incomes for the richest 5% of the population 
begin at $197,216 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current 

Population Survey, 2007 and 2008 Annual Social and 
Economic supplements).

Th is is not to imply, though, that there is not a signifi -
cant diff erence in the distribution of wealth in the United 
States. Income, however, is only part of the picture. Total 
wealth—in the form of stocks, bonds, real estate, and 
other holdings—is even more unequally distributed. Th e 
richest 20% of American families owns more than three-
fourths of all the country’s wealth. In fact, the richest 5% 
of all families owns more than half of America’s wealth. 
Th ere is also evidence to support the old adage that “Th e 
rich get richer, and the poor get poorer.” Th e number of 
people in poverty grew from 24.5 million in 1978 to 37.3 
million in 2007 (Current Population Survey 2008). (See 
“Our Diverse Society: How Much Are You Responsible 
for Your Success?” and Figure 8-1.)

Some of the growth in income inequality has resulted 
from demographic trends in society. As a population 
ages, more income inequality takes place as some people 
accumulate wealth and others stay at a modest level.

Th ere is also more income inequality among more-
educated groups than among less-educated groups. Th e 
less educated are more likely to be clustered with oth-
ers of relatively low incomes. Th e educated have more 
diverse incomes with some highly motivated income 
seekers as well as those who pursue academic or artis-
tic pursuits. Th e United States has been growing older 
and more educated, producing some of the income 
inequality.

POVERTY ●

On a very basic level, poverty refers to a condition in 
which people do not have enough money to maintain 
a standard of living that includes the basic necessities 
of life. Depending on which offi  cial or quasi-offi  cial 
approach we use, it is possible to document that any-
where from 14 million to 45 million Americans are living 
in poverty. Th e fact is, we really do not have an unequivo-
cal way of determining how many poor people there are 
in the United States.

Poverty seems to be present among certain groups 
much more than among others. In 2007, 12.5% of all 
Americans lived below the poverty level. Although 
8.2% of all whites were living in poverty, 24.5% of all 
blacks and 21.5% of Hispanic origin fell into this group. 
(See Figure 8-3 for the poverty rates by race and Hispanic 
origin.)

People living in certain regions of the United States 
are much more likely to live in poverty than those living 
in other U.S. regions. For example, the poverty rates in 
Louisiana and New Mexico are more than twice those of 
Maryland (Proctor and Dalaker, 2002).

It is also a fact that the level of poverty in rural areas 
actually is higher than that in our cities. Th irty percent 
of the nation’s poor live in rural America—a reality that 
is often overlooked by those who focus only on the prob-
lems of the urban poor. Even worse, the economic condi-
tions of the rural poor are expected to deteriorate along 
with the decline of unskilled manufacturing jobs and 
changes in the mining, agricultural, and oil industries. 
Th e problem is especially acute for those with little edu-
cation or marketable job skills.

TABLE 8-2 Share Total Income of Various Earners 2007

Lowest 20% 3.7

Second 20% 9.6

Middle 20% 15.3

Fourth 20% 22.9

Highest 20% 48.5

Top 5% 21.1

Source: Current Population Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, DC: 
U.S. Government Printing Offi ce, 2007 and 2008 Annual Social and Economic 
supplements. 

FIGURE 8-2 Family Income by Quintile, 2007
Source: Current Population Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2008 Annual Social and 
Economic supplement. http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032008/faminc/new06_000.
htm, accessed May 6, 2009.
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$100,000

Over
$112,638

Over
$197,216

*Richest 5% of all families (included in the fifth quintile)

http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032008/faminc/new06_000.htm
http://pubdb3.census.gov/macro/032008/faminc/new06_000.htm
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How Do We Count the Poor?

To put a dollar amount on what constitutes poverty, 
the federal government has devised a poverty index of 
specifi c income levels, below which people are consid-
ered to be living in poverty. Many people use this index 

The Feminization of Poverty

Diff erent types of families also have diff erent earning 
potentials. In 2007, a married couple had a median 
income of $72,708. For an unmarried male householder, 
the fi gure was $49,839, and for an unmarried female 
householder, it was $33,370. Th is has caused some soci-
ologists to note the “feminization of poverty,” a phrase 
referring to the disproportionate concentration of pov-
erty among female-headed families.

Th e real impact of these diff erences becomes even 
more striking when we look at single women with chil-
dren. Whereas 12.5% of all people were below the pov-
erty line in 2007, 28.3% of all single women with children 
were living in poverty. If present trends continue, 60% 
of all children born today will spend part of their child-
hood in a family headed by a mother who is divorced, 
separated, unwed, or widowed. (Current Population 

Reports, 2008.)
Not all female-headed families are the same, how-

ever. Th e feminization of poverty is both not as bad as 
and much worse than the previous statement suggests. 
Families headed by divorced mothers are doing better 
than the numbers suggest, whereas families headed by 
never-married mothers are doing much worse.

What accounts for the fact that never-married 
mothers are so much poorer than their divorced coun-
terparts? Seventy percent of all out-of-wedlock births 
occur to young women between the ages of 15 and 24. 
Th ey are, on average, ten years younger than divorced 
mothers. Never-married mothers are also, on average, 
much less educated. Th e gender gap in poverty rates is 
greatest at low educational levels. It is much narrower 
among those with a high school diploma and practi-
cally nonexistent among those with a college education. 
Single mothers without a high school diploma often 
have diffi  culty fi nding a job that pays enough to cover 
child-care costs, leading to a dependence on welfare 
programs (O’Hare, 1996).

24.5%
21.5%

10.2%

8.2%

1959 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2001 2002 2003 2004 2007
Year

P
er

ce
n

t

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Black

Hispanic Asian 

Not Hispanic White

FIGURE 8-3 Poverty Rates by Race and Hispanic Origin, 1959–2007
Source: Carmen DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette D. Poctor, and Cheryl Hill Lee, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, 
60–229, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2004 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing 
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Out-of-wedlock births to young women have contributed to 
the feminization of poverty.
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the form of goods and services. Today, noncash benefi ts 
account for about two-thirds of welfare assistance. For 
example, about 28 million people received food stamps 
in 2008, which is not considered income under existing 
poverty-index rules. Complicating the issue further, the 
market value of in-kind benefi ts—such as housing sub-
sidies, school lunch programs, and health-care services, 
among others—has been multiplied by a factor of 40. 
Some suggest that if the noncash benefi ts were counted 
as income, the poverty rate would be 3 percentage 
points lower.

Second, the poverty measure looks only at income, 
not at assets. If the value of a home or other assets were 
included, the poverty rate would also be lower.

Th ird, food typically accounts for a considerably 
smaller proportion of family expenses today than it did 
previously. If we were to try to develop a poverty index 
today, we would probably have to multiply minimal food 
costs by a factor of 5 instead of 3.

Th ose who think the poverty fi gures underestimate 
the poor have their criticisms also. First, they point 
out that money used to pay taxes, alimony, child sup-
port, health care, or work-related expenses should be 
excluded when considering assets because these sums 
cannot be used to buy food or other necessities.

Second, there is no geographic cost-of-living adjust-
ment. Th e federal government uses the same poverty-
level fi gures for every part of the country. Th at means 
the poverty threshold is the same in rural Mississippi as 
it is in New York City.

Th ird, many believe that the poverty threshold is 
unrealistically low. Rather than use an absolute number, 
poverty status should be determined by comparing a per-
son’s fi nancial situation with that of the rest of society.

Th e poverty index has become less and less meaning-
ful. However, its continued existence over all these years 
has given it somewhat of a sacred character. Few people 
who cite it know how it is calculated, and they choose to 
assume it is a fair measure for determining the number 
of poor in the country. Th e poverty index has never been 
a suffi  ciently precise indicator of need to make it the 
perfect test for deciding which individuals and families 
are poor and which are not.

Th e number of people living in poverty also is distorted 
by the fact that the census bureau’s Current Population 

Survey is derived from households. It excludes all the 
people who do not live in traditional housing, specifi -
cally, the growing numbers of the homeless, estimated 
at anywhere from 350,000 to 1 million. People in nurs-
ing homes and other types of institutions also are not 
included in the poverty fi gures because of surveying 
techniques.

Th is is not to downplay the number of poor people 
in the United States. Th e basic fact is that trying to 
determine how many poor people there are depends on 
whom you ask and what type of statistical maneuvering 
is involved (see Figure 8-4).

to determine how many poor people live in the United 
States. According to the index, the poverty level for a 
family of four in 2009 was $22,050 (see Table 8-3).

Th e poverty index is based solely on money income 
and does not refl ect the fact that many low-income 
people receive noncash benefi ts such as food stamps, 
Medicaid, and public housing.

Th e way we measure poverty today is based on a 
1965 study by the economist at the Social Security 
Administration, Mollie Orshansky. In an attempt to 
defi ne poverty, Orshansky took the cost of a basic, low-
cost, nutritionally adequate diet. She then multiplied it 
by three because, at the time, food accounted for a third 
of a family’s expenses. Using this formula, there has been 
little change in the poverty rate since the 1970s.

Many people believe we need to overhaul how we cal-
culate poverty because there have been many changes 
in society since that simple formula was developed. For 
example, some suggest we should expect to see less pov-
erty today than in the past because in 1973, 40% of adults 
over 25 lacked a high school degree compared to today’s 
less than 15%. In addition, spending on programs for the 
poor such as food stamps, housing subsidies, Medicaid, 
and earned income tax credits has tripled since the 
1970s (Eberstadt, 2008).

Th e poverty index was not originally intended to cer-
tify that any individual or family was in need. In fact, the 
government specifi cally has warned against using the 
index for administrative use in any specifi c program. 
Despite this warning, people continue to use, or misuse, 
the poverty index and variations of it for a variety of pur-
poses for which it was not intended. For example, those 
wanting to show that current government programs are 
inadequate for the poor will try to infl ate the numbers of 
those living in poverty. Th ose trying to show that govern-
ment policies are adequate for meeting the needs of the 
poor will try to show that the number of poor people is 
decreasing.

Th ose who think the poverty index overestimates the 
poor off er three major criticisms. First, when the fed-
eral government developed the poverty index in 1965, 
about one quarter of federal welfare benefi ts were in 

TABLE 8-3 Average Income Levels below Which Families 
Are Considered to Be Living in Poverty (2009) 

Size of Unit Income

One person 10,830

Two people 14,570

Three people 18,310

Four people 22,050

Five people 25,790

Six people 29,530

Seven people 33,270

Eight people 37,010

Source: Federal Register, Vol. 74, No. 14, January 23, 2009, pp. 4199–4201, 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi ce, 2009
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young people with few marketable skills. Often, they are 
forced to settle for poorly paid, part-time work.

In many ways, the working poor are in worse straits 
than those on the welfare rolls. For example, a mother 
on welfare might be eligible for public housing and a 
variety of services for which a working-poor, two-parent 
family might not be eligible.

It is easy for the government to ignore the plight of 
the working poor. Scattered throughout the country and 
with no collective voice to express protest, they are rela-
tively invisible and, therefore, easily forgotten.
Myth 2: Most poor people are minorities, and most 

minorities are poor. Neither of these statements is true. 
Most poor people are white merely because many more 
whites than minorities live in the United States. Th e 
poverty rate, however, remains considerably higher for 
African Americans and Hispanics than for whites, 24.5% 
and 21.5%, respectively (Current Population Survey, 2008).

One of the reasons African Americans are associated 
with the image of poverty is that they make up more than 
half of the long-term poor. Another reason is that the War 
on Poverty was motivated in part, and occurred simulta-
neously with, the civil rights movement of the 1960s.
Myth 3: Most of the poor are single mothers with 

children. It is true that a disproportionate share of poor 
households are headed by women and that the poverty 
rate for female-headed families is extremely high. For 
example, about 60% of mothers receiving assistance 
have never been married. Th e majority of people in pov-
erty, however, live in other family arrangements. About 
one third of the poor live in married-couple families; 
nearly one quarter live alone or with non-relatives. Th e 
remainder live in a male-headed or other family setting 
(Current Population Survey, 2008).
Myth 4: Most people in poverty live in the inner cit-

ies. Historically, poverty has been more prevalent in 
rural areas than in urban areas. Rural residents have 
higher unemployment rates and earn lower wages than 
urban residents. Rural residents also tend to have below-
average educational levels and limited job skills.

Myths about the Poor

We are presented with diff ering views on poverty and 
what should be done about it. One side argues that 
more government aid and the creation of jobs is needed 
to combat changes in the employment needs of the 
national economy. Th e other side contends that govern-
ment assistance programs launched with the War on 
Poverty in the mid-1960s have encouraged many of the 
poor to remain poor and should be eliminated for the 
able-bodied poor of working age (Murray, 1994).

Our perceptions of the poor shape our views of the 
various government programs available to help them. 
It is important to have a clear understanding of who 
the poor are to direct public policy intelligently. Many 
Americans believe a number of common myths about 
the poor. Let us try to clear some of them up.

Myth 1: People are poor because they are too lazy 

to work. Half of the poor are not of working age. About 
40% are younger than 18; another 10% are older than 65. 
Most of the able-bodied poor of working age are working 
or looking for work.

Many of the poor adults who do not work have good 
reasons for not working; they may be ill or disabled, and 
many others are going to school (mostly those in their 
late teens from poor families). Many of the poor work 
and many work year round.

However, a person working 40 hours a week, every 
week of the year at minimum wage, will not earn enough 
to lift a family of three out of poverty. Th e numbers of the 
working poor are increasing. Th ere are several reasons 
for this growth. First, although there are more jobs in the 
economy than ever before, many of these jobs are in low-
paying service industries. A janitor or a cook at a fast-food 
restaurant earns no more than minimum wage. Second, 
the better jobs the poor used to hold are no longer part 
of the U.S. economy. Many companies, seeking sources 
of cheap labor, have set up manufacturing operations 
overseas to increase their ability to compete in the world 
market. Finally, many of the working poor are women or 

FIGURE 8-4 Number in Poverty and Poverty Rates, 1959–2007
Source: Current Population Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi ce, 1960–2007 Annual Social and Economic 
supplements.

0

10

20

30

60

50

40

1990 1995 2000 2004 2007198519801975

37.3
million

197019651959

12.5%

Number in poverty

Millions/Percent

Poverty rate



CHAPTER 8 SOCIAL CLASS IN THE UNITED STATES 183

Government programs that provide benefi ts to fami-
lies or individuals can be divided into two categories: 
(1) social insurance and cash benefi ts going to people 
of all income levels and (2) means-tested programs and 
cash assistance going only to the poor.

Social insurance benefi ts are not means tested, 
meaning that you do not have to be poor to receive 
them. Th ey go primarily to the middle class. Many peo-
ple receiving payments from social insurance programs, 
such as Social Security retirement and unemployment 
insurance, feel they are simply getting back the money 
they put into these programs. Th ey accuse those receiv-
ing benefi ts from means-tested programs of getting 
something for nothing. Th is is not exactly true when we 
recognize that many social insurance recipients receive 
far more than they put in and that the poor, the majority 
of whom work, pay taxes that contribute to their own 
means-tested benefi ts.

Social insurance programs account for the over-
whelming majority of federal cash assistance expen-
ditures, and their share has been rising rapidly. 
Female-headed families in poverty, often portrayed as 
a heavy drain on the government treasury, account for 
only 2% of the federal outlays for human resources. In 
contrast, Social Security for the retired elderly, the vast 
majority of whom are middle class, accounts for 38%.

The Changing Face of Poverty

It appears that economic rewards are distributed more 
unequally in the United States than elsewhere in the 
Western industrialized world. In addition, the United 
States experiences more poverty than other capitalist 
countries with similar standards of living.

Much of rural poverty is invisible because it occurs 
in isolated pockets. Poverty rates are exceptionally high 
in rural counties in Appalachia, the Mississippi Delta, 
and American-Indian reservations. Except for rural 
Appalachia, which is predominantly white, most rural 
pockets of poverty are disproportionately composed 
of African Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Native 
Americans. (See “How Sociologists Do It: Where Do the 
Poor Live Today?” for more on this topic.)
Myth 5: Welfare programs for the poor are strain-

ing the federal budget. Since the passage of welfare 
reform in 1996, the number of families receiving aid 
has decreased by about 50% (Lichter and Crowley, 
2002). Social assistance programs for low-income peo-
ple cost the federal government only about a third as 
much as other types of social assistance such as Social 
Security and Medicare, which mainly go to middle-class 
Americans, not to the poor (O’Hare, 1996).

Government Assistance Programs

Th e public appears to be quite frustrated and upset about 
the costs of poverty. Much of this frustration, however, 
stems from a misperception of what programs are behind 
the escalating government expenditures, a misunder-
standing about who is receiving government assistance, 
and an exaggerated notion of the amount of assistance 
going to the typical person in poverty. Most govern-
ment benefi ts go to the middle class. Many of the people 
reading this book will be surprised to know that they or 
their families actually might receive more benefi ts than 
those people typically defi ned as poor. Th e value of ben-
efi ts going to the poor actually has fallen in recent years, 
whereas that going to the middle class has risen.

Prior to the twentieth century, the poor usually lived 
near the rich. Class segregation became common only 
with improvements in transportation and the appear-
ance of the automobile. After World War II, suburban-
ization surged dramatically, and the poor were left 
behind in urban poverty ghettos.

Today however, the highest poverty rates are in coun-
ties with 20,000 to 65,000 people, small towns, and rural 
areas. About 13% of people living in large counties are 
poor, compared with 17% of people in the smallest coun-
ties. Many of the poorest counties are relatively remote 
and sparsely populated with fewer than 20,000 people.

Ninety-fi ve of the 100 counties with the highest 
child poverty rates are rural counties. Th ey all have 
child poverty rates above 40%, more than twice the 
national rate. Mississippi has the greatest number of 

counties with high child poverty rates. In the Mid-
west and West, counties with high child poverty tend 
to have large American Indian populations. South 
Dakota, home to many American Indian reserva-
tions, for example, includes large numbers of adults 
and children in poverty.

High poverty areas seem to stay that way for 
decades. Poverty areas in Appalachia, the rural south, 
the Rio Grande Valley, and the upper Midwest have 
had persistently high rates for many years.

Sources: William O’Hare and Mark Mather, “Child Poverty 
Is Highest in Rural Counties in the U.S.,” http://prb.org/
Articles/2008/childpoverty.aspx, accessed; Mark Mather, “High 
Poverty in Midsize America,” http://prb.org/Articles/2008/
midsizeamericapoverty.aspx, accessed May 13, 2009.
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that about 60% of the federal budget will be going to the 
elderly by the year 2030. A group that has suff ered par-
ticularly under this shift in expenditures to the elderly is 
the young. Whereas 14% of children lived in poverty in 
1970, 18.7% did so in 2007. (See Figure 8-5.)

It would also surprise many people to learn that not 
only are the elderly as a group not poor, but that they 
are actually better off  than most Americans. Th ey are 
more likely than any age group to possess money market 
accounts, certifi cates of deposit, U.S. government secu-
rities, and municipal and corporate bonds. Th e median 
household net worth of those aged 65 to 69 is the highest 
of any age group, followed by those 70 to 74 years old. 
Th ey have the highest rate of home ownership of any 
age group. Seventy-seven percent of those 65 to 74 own 
homes, and most of these homes are paid for in full.

CONSEQUENCES OF SOCIAL  ●
STRATIFICATION

Studies of stratifi cation in the United States have shown that 
social class aff ects many factors in a person’s life. Striking dif-
ferences in health and life expectancy are apparent among 
the social classes, especially between the lower-class poor 
and the other social groups. As might be expected, lower-
class people are sick more frequently than are others.

Women living in poverty are more likely to have babies 
with low birth weights, putting them at higher risk for 
various cognitive and physical problems. Poor adults are 
four times as likely to regard themselves in fair or poor 
health compared with wealthier adults.

Th e poor of all races and ethnicities also experience 
lower life expectancy. Th e poor are more likely to develop 
illnesses that shorten the life span, such as heart disease, 

In one international study, the poverty rates for chil-
dren, working-age adults, and the elderly were tabulated 
for a variety of countries. Th e results showed that the 
United States has been successful in holding down poverty 
among the elderly. Th e American elderly experience far less 
poverty than the elderly in Great Britain, approximately 
the same as the elderly in Norway and Germany, and far 
more poverty than the elderly in Canada and Sweden.

Th e United States has been much less successful in 
keeping children and working-age adults out of pov-
erty. Th e U.S. child poverty rate is higher than the rate in 
Great Britain and more than double the rate in Norway, 
Sweden, and Germany. (See “Global Sociology: Rich 
Countries with Poor Children.”)

How has it happened that the United States has made 
progress in combating poverty among the elderly but 
not among other groups? Since 1960, a variety of social 
policies have been enacted that have improved the stan-
dard of living of the elderly relative to that of the younger 
population. Social Security benefi ts were increased sig-
nifi cantly and protected against the threat of future infl a-
tion; Medicare provided the elderly with national health 
insurance; supplemental security income provided a 
guaranteed minimum income; special tax benefi ts for 
the elderly protected their assets during the later years; 
and the Older Americans Act supported an array of ser-
vices specifi cally for this age group. As a consequence of 
these measures, poverty among the elderly has declined 
substantially. Although 24.6% of those families 65 and 
older lived below the poverty level in 1970, only 9.7% did 
so by 2007 (Current Population Survey, 2008).

To achieve this dramatic improvement in the con-
ditions of the elderly, it has been necessary to increase 
greatly the federal money spent on this age group. If 
these arrangements are maintained, projections show 

FIGURE 8-5 Poverty Rates for People over 65 and under 18, 1960–2007
Source: Current Population Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi ce, 1960–2008 Annual Social and 
Economic supplements.
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We know that children have a miserable existence 
in third-world countries, but wealthy countries have 
trouble keeping children out of poverty also. Th e 
United States had been very successful at lifting the 
elderly out of poverty. It has not been as successful 
with children. In recent years, the U.S. child poverty 
rate has fl uctuated between a high of 22.7% in 1993 
to a low of 16.2% in 2000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
2007). Not only has child poverty remained stubbornly 
high, but when compared with other countries in the 
world, the United States appears to do less to improve 
the living conditions of its poor children than many 
other countries do.

Even though 27.7% of children in France start out 
in poverty, the government’s assistance expenditures 
reduce that number to 7.5% with a variety of programs. 
In the United States, 26.6% of all children start out in 
poverty, but the government’s programs reduce that 
number to only 16.9% (see Figure 8-6) (UNICEF 2005).

Th e United States has such high rates of poverty 
among children for a number of reasons. First, many 
children are born to unmarried women. Nine percent 
of children in married-couple families live in poverty, 
but it rises to 42% of those in female-headed house-
holds. Second, American mothers with limited educa-
tion or skills are less likely than European mothers to 
return to work quickly after childbirth because high-
quality child care is comparatively expensive and the 
jobs will not cover the costs. Th ird, the United States 
has more poor immigrants than any other country. 
Many of the children in poverty are born to poor immi-
grants who have been in the country for only a few 
years. A fourth factor is an outgrowth of the realities 

of the American political system, which depends on 
advocates supporting programs for special constitu-
encies. Children obviously do not vote, and the poor 
in general have low voting records. Th e elderly, on the 
other hand, have high voting records and therefore 
have substantial political clout. Politicians are usually 
not voted out of offi  ce for cutting benefi ts to children, 
whereas they are if they do so for the elderly.

Some have suggested (Bradsher 1995) that other 
countries have avoided high levels of child poverty 
by limiting economic growth and lowering the living 
standard for everyone. Many European countries with 
generous social assistance programs also have high 
rates of unemployment and living standards that do 
not match those in the United States. Th ese critics 
charge that instead of bringing everyone up, other 
countries have brought everyone down. Th ey claim 
that the high rate of American child poverty appears 
greater because the gap between the rich and the poor 
is so much larger in the United States, and other coun-
tries just have gone further in redistributing income.

Despite the arguments over the data, the fact 
remains that substantial numbers of poor children 
live in the United States. Great harm is being done to 
these children when their poor living conditions are 
not addressed.

Source: UNICEF, “Child Poverty in Rich Countries, 2005,” 
Innocenti Report Card No. 6, Florence, Italy: UNICEF Inno-
centi Research Centre, 2005; Poverty Status of People, By Age, 

Race, and Hispanic Origin: 1959 to 2006, U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 2007, www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/histpov/
hstpov3.html, accessed May 13, 2009.
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FIGURE 8-6 Child Poverty Rates in Rich Countries
Source: UNICEF, “Child Poverty in Rich Countries, 2005,” Innocenti Report Card No. 6, Florence, Italy: UNICEF Innocenti Research 
Centre, 2005; Poverty Status of People, By Age, Race, and Hispanic Origin: 1959 to 2006, U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2007, www.
census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/histpov/hstpov3.html, accessed May 13, 2009.
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who have committed the same kind of crime more often 
are automatically charged and referred to juvenile court.

Th e poor tend to commit violent crimes and crimes 
against property—they have little opportunity to com-
mit such white-collar crimes as embezzlement, fraud, or 
large-scale tax evasion—and they are much more severely 
punished for their crimes than upper-class criminals are 
for theirs. Yet white-collar crimes are far more damaging 
and costly to the public than are the crimes more often 
committed by poor people.

Th e government has estimated that white-collar 
crimes cost more than $40 billion a year—more than ten 
times the total amount of all reported thefts and more 
than 250 times the amount taken in all bank robberies.

Even the language used to describe the same crime 
committed by an upper-class criminal and a poor one 
refl ects the disparity in the treatment they receive. Th e 
poor thief who takes $2,000 is accused of stealing and 
usually receives a stiff  prison sentence.

Th e corporate executive who embezzles $200,000 
merely has misappropriated the funds and is given a 
lighter sentence, or none at all, on the promise to make 
restitution. A corporation often can avoid criminal pros-
ecution by signing a consent decree, which is in essence a 
statement that it has done nothing wrong and promises 
never to do it again. If this ploy were available to ordinary 
burglars, the police would have no need to arrest them; a 
burglar would merely need to sign a statement promis-
ing never to burgle again and fi le it with the court.

Once charged, the poor are usually dependent on 
court-appointed lawyers or public defenders to handle 
their cases. Th e better-off  rely on private lawyers who 
have more time, resources, and personal interest in 
defending their cases.

If convicted of the same kind of crime as a well-to-do 
off ender, the poor criminal is more likely to be sen-
tenced and will generally receive a longer prison term. 
As for prison terms, the sentence for burglary, a crime 
of the poor, is generally more than twice as long as for 
fraud, and a robber will draw an average sentence more 
than six times longer than of an embezzler. Th e result is 
a prison system heavily populated by the poor.

Another serious consequence of social stratifi cation 
is mental illness. Studies have shown that at least one-
third of all homeless people suff er from schizophrenia, 
manic-depressive psychosis, or other mental disorders. 
Such people are the least likely to reach out for help and 
the most likely to remain on the streets in utter poverty 
and despair year after year (Jencks, 1994; Torrey, 1988).

Th us, social class has very real and immediate con-
sequences for individuals. In fact, class membership 
aff ects the quality of people’s lives more than any other 
single variable.

Why Does Social Inequality Exist?

Sociologists and social philosophers before them have 
long tried to explain the presence of social inequality, 

lung cancer, diabetes, and other degenerative diseases. 
Poor people are also more likely to die violent deaths, 
with homicide and suicide rates being substantially 
higher than among people with higher incomes (Lichter 
and Crowley, 2002).

Poverty particularly aff ects the health of the young. 
Babies born into poverty are signifi cantly more likely to 
die before their fi rst birthday than those born into fami-
lies living above the poverty level. Th e infant mortality 
rate for poor children in the United States often is as 
high as that in third-world countries.

Babies born to African-American girls between ages 15 
and 19 are more than twice as likely to die as those born to 
white teenagers. In addition, an African-American mother 
is more than three times as likely to die giving birth than a 
white mother. Diet and living conditions also give a distinct 
advantage to the upper classes because they have access 
to better and more sanitary housing and can aff ord more 
balanced and nutritious food. A direct consequence of this 
situation is seen in the life-expectancy pattern for each 
social class. Not surprisingly, lower-class people do not 
live as long as do those in the upper classes. White males 
have a life expectancy six years longer than for African-
American males, many of whom are concentrated in the 
lower income brackets (Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Family, childbearing, and child-rearing patterns also 
vary according to social class. Women in the higher-
income groups, who have more education, tend to have 
fewer children than do lower-class women with less 
schooling. Women more often head the family in the 
lower class, compared with women in the other groups. 
Middle-class women discipline their children diff erently 
than do working-class mothers. Th e former punish boys 
and girls alike for the same infraction, whereas the lat-
ter often have diff erent standards for sons and daugh-
ters. Also, middle-class mothers judge the misbehaving 
child’s intention, whereas working-class women are 
more concerned with the eff ects of the child’s action.

Further, there is a direct relationship between a per-
son’s social class and the possibility of his or her arrest, 
conviction, and sentencing if accused of a crime. For the 
same criminal behavior, the poor are more likely to be 
arrested; if arrested, they are more likely to be charged; 
if charged, they are more likely to be convicted; if con-
victed, they are more likely to be sentenced to prison; 
and if sentenced, they are more likely to be given longer 
prison terms than members of the middle and upper 
classes (Reiman, 1990).

Th e poor are singled out for harsher treatment at the 
very beginning of the criminal justice system. Although 
many surveys show that almost all people admit to hav-
ing committed a crime for which they could be impris-
oned, the police are prone to arrest a poor person and 
release, with no formal charges, a higher-class person for 
the same off ense. A well-to-do teenager who has been 
accused of a criminal off ense frequently is just held by 
the police at the station house until the youngster can be 
released to the custody of the parents; poorer teenagers 
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a select few be justifi ed when the earnings of 12.5% of the 
American population fall below the poverty level, and 
many others have trouble making ends meet (Bureau of 
the Census, 2008)? Why are the enormous resources of 
our society not more evenly distributed?

In addition to the moral arguments against social 
stratifi cation there are other grounds on which stratifi -
cation has been attacked—namely, that it is destructive 
for individuals and society as a whole.

The Neglect of Talent and Merit Regardless of whether 
social stratifi cation is morally right or wrong, many crit-
ics contend that it undermines the very functions that 

when the very wealthy and powerful coexist with the 
poverty-stricken and powerless. Several theories have 
been proposed to explain this phenomenon.

The Functionalist Theory

Functionalism is based on the assumption that the 
major social structures contribute to the maintenance 
of the social system (see Chapter 1, “Th e Sociological 
Perspective”). Th e existence of a specifi c pattern in society 
is explained in terms of the benefi ts that society receives 
because of that situation. In this sense, the  function of 
the family is to socialize the young, and the function of 
marriage is to provide a stable family structure.

Th e functionalist theory of stratifi cation as presented 
by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (1945) holds that 
social stratifi cation is a social necessity. Every society 
must select individual members to fi ll a wide variety of 
social positions (or statuses) and then motivate those 
people to do what is expected of them in these posi-
tions—that is, to fulfi ll their role expectations. For exam-
ple, our society needs teachers, engineers, janitors, police 
offi  cers, managers, farmers, crop dusters, assembly-
line workers, fi refi ghters, textbook writers, construction 
workers, sanitation workers, chemists, inventors, artists, 
bank tellers, athletes, pilots, secretaries, and so on. To 
attract the most-talented individuals to each occupa-
tion, society must set up a system of diff erential rewards 
based on the skills needed for each position.

According to Davis and Moore, (1) diff erent posi-
tions in society make diff erent levels of contributions 
to the well-being and preservation of society, (2) fi lling 
the more complex and important positions in society 
often requires talent that is scarce and has a long period 
of training, and (3) providing unequal rewards ensures 
that the most-talented and best-trained individuals will 
fi ll the roles of greatest importance. In eff ect, Davis and 
Moore believe that people who are rich and powerful are 
at the top because they are the best qualifi ed and are 
making the most signifi cant contributions to the preser-
vation of society (Zeitlin, 1981).

Many scholars, however, disagree with Davis and 
Moore, and their arguments generally take two forms. 
Th e fi rst is philosophical and questions the morality of 
stratifi cation. Th e second is scientifi c and questions its 
functional usefulness. Both criticisms share the belief 
that social stratifi cation does more harm than good and 
that it is dysfunctional.

The Immorality of Social Stratifi cation On what grounds, 
one might ask, is it morally justifi able to give widely dif-
ferent rewards to diff erent occupations, when all occu-
pations contribute to society’s ongoing functioning? 
How can we decide which occupations contribute more? 
After all, without mail carriers, janitors, auto mechanics, 
nurse’s aides, construction laborers, truck drivers, sani-
tation workers, and so on, our society would grind to a 
halt. How can the multimillion-dollar-a-year incomes of 

A direct relationship exists between a person’s social class and 
the possibility of his or her arrest, conviction, and sentencing if 
accused of a crime.
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The mentally ill among the homeless are the least likely to 
reach out for help and the most likely to remain on the streets.
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refl ect the essential nature of the functions. Why should 
a Hollywood movie star receive an enormous salary for 
starring in a fi lm and a child-protection worker receive 
barely a living wage? It is diffi  cult to prove empirically 
which positions are most important to society or what 
rewards are necessary to persuade people to want to fi ll 
certain positions.

Confl ict   Theory

As we saw, the functionalist theory of stratifi cation 
assumes society is a relatively stable system of inter-
dependent parts in which confl ict and change are 
abnormal. Functionalists maintain that stratifi cation is 
necessary for the smooth functioning of society. Confl ict 
theorists, in contrast, see stratifi cation as the outcome 
of a struggle for dominance.

Current views of the confl ict theory of stratifi ca-
tion are based on the writings of Karl Marx. Later, Max 
Weber developed many of his ideas in response to Marx’s 
writings.

Karl Marx Karl Marx believed stratifi cation emerged 
from the power struggles for scarce resources.

Th e history of all hitherto existing society is the history of 
class struggles. [Th ere always has been confl ict between] 
freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, 
guild-master and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and 
oppressed. (Marx and Engels, 1961)

Th e groups who own or control the means of produc-
tion within a society obtain the power to shape or main-
tain aspects of society that favor their interests. Th ey 
are determined to maintain their advantage. Th ey do 
this by setting up political structures and value systems 
that support their position. In this way, the legal system, 
the schools, and the churches are shaped in ways that 
benefi t the ruling class. As Marx and his collaborator 
Friedrich Engels put it, “Th e ruling ideas of each age have 
always been the ideas of its ruling class” (1961). Th us, the 
pharaohs of ancient Egypt ruled because they claimed 
to be gods. In the fi rst third of the twentieth century, 
America’s capitalist class justifi ed its position by misus-
ing Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. Th e capital-
ists adhered to the view—called social Darwinism (see 
Chapter 1)—that those who rule do so because they are 
the most fi t to rule, having won the evolutionary strug-
gles that promote the survival of the fi ttest.

Marx believed that in a capitalist society, there are two 
great classes: the bourgeoisie, or the owners of the means 
of production or capital, and the proletariat, or the work-
ing class. Th ose in the working class have no resources 
other than their labor, which they sell to the capitalists. 
In all class societies, one class exploits another.

Marx believed that the capitalists will work to main-
tain and strengthen their position. Th e exploitative 
nature of capitalism is evident when the capitalists pay 

its defenders claim it promotes. A society divided into 
social classes (with limited mobility among them) is 
deprived of the potential contributions of many talented 
individuals born into the lower classes. From this point 
of view, it is not necessary to do away with diff erences in 
rewards for diff erent occupations. Rather, it is crucial to 
put aside all the obstacles to achievement that currently 
handicap the children of the poor.

Barriers to Free Competition It can also be claimed that 
access to important positions in society is not really open. 
Th at is, the members of society who occupy privileged 
positions allow only a small number of people to enter 
their circle, so shortages are created artifi cially. Th is, 
in turn, increases the perceived worth of those who are 
in the important positions. For example, the American 
Medical Association (AMA) is a wealthy and powerful 
group that exercises great control over the quality and 
quantity of physicians available to the American public. 
Historically, the AMA has directly infl uenced the num-
ber of medical schools in the United States and, thereby, 
the number of doctors produced each year, eff ectively 
creating a scarcity of physicians. A direct result of this 
infl uence is that medical-care costs have increased more 
rapidly than has the pace of infl ation.

Th is situation is beginning to change, however. As 
more and more doctors fi ght for the same patient dol-
lars, and as health maintenance organizations (HMOs) 
try to control costs, earnings might begin to suff er. Th us, 
although barriers to free competition exist in our soci-
ety, the marketplace often overrules them in the end.

Functionally Important Jobs When we examine the 
functional importance of various jobs, we become aware 
that the rewards attached to jobs do not necessarily 

Neither functionalist theory nor confl ict theory can fully explain 
why media people earn very large sums of money.
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 6. Only when exploitation becomes extremely obvious 
will the powerless object. (Vanfossen, 1979)

From those areas of agreement, Weber went on 
to add to and modify many of Marx’s basic premises. 
Weber’s view of stratifi cation went beyond the material 
or economic perspective of Marx. He included status 
and power as important aspects of stratifi cation as well 
as class.

Class, status, and power, although related, are not the 
same. One can exist without the others. To Weber, they 
are not always connected in some predictable fashion, 
nor are they always tied to the economic mode of pro-
duction. An aristocratic Southern family might be in a 
condition that is often labeled genteel poverty, but the 
family name still elicits respect in the community. Th is 
kind of status sometimes is denied to the rich, powerful 
labor leader whose family connections and school ties 
are not acceptable to the social elite. In addition, status 
and power are often accorded to those who have no rela-
tionship to the mode of production. For example, Nobel 
Peace Prize winner Mother Teresa, known for her work 
with the poor in India, controlled no industry, nor did 
she have any great personal wealth; yet her infl uence 
was felt by heads of state the world over.

Whereas Marx was somewhat of an optimist in 
that he believed that confl ict, inequality, and exploita-
tion eventually could be eliminated in future societies, 
Weber was much more pessimistic about the potential 
for a more just and humane society. (See Table 8-4 for 
a comparison of the functionalist and confl ict theory 
views of social stratifi cation.)

Modern Confl ict Theory

Confl ict theorists assume that people act in their own 
self-interest in a material world in which exploitation 
and power struggles are prevalent. Modern confl ict the-
ory has fi ve aspects:

 1. Social inequality emerges through the domination 
of one or more groups by other groups. 
Stratifi cation is the outgrowth of a struggle for 
dominance in which people compete for scarce 
goods and services. Th ose who control these items 
gain power and prestige.

 2. Th ose who are dominated have the potential to 
express resistance and hostility toward those in 
power. Although the potential for resistance exists, 
it sometimes lies dormant. Opposition might not 
be organized because the oppressed groups might 
not be aware of their mutual interests. Th ey might 
also be divided because of racial, religious, or ethnic 
diff erences.

 3. Th ose in power will be extremely resistant to any 
attempts to share their advantages. Economic 
and political power are important advantages in 
maintaining a position of dominance.

the workers a bare minimum wage, below the value of 
what the workers actually produce. Th e remainder is 
taken by the capitalists as profi t and adds to their capi-
tal. Eventually, in the face of continuing exploitation, 
the working classes fi nd it in their interest to overthrow 
the dominant class and establish a social order more 
favorable to their interests. Marx believed that with the 
proletariat in power, class confl ict would fi nally end. 
Th e proletariat would have no class below it to exploit. 
Th e fi nal stage of advanced communism would include 
an industrial society of plenty, where all could live in 
comfort.

Marx believed that people’s lives are infl uenced by 
how wealth is distributed among the people. Wealth can 
be distributed in at least four ways:

 1. To each according to need. In this kind of system, the 
basic economic needs of all the people are satisfi ed. 
Th ese needs include food, housing, medical care, 
and education. Extravagant material possessions are 
not basic needs and have no place in this system.

 2. To each according to want. Here, wealth will be 
distributed according to what people desire and 
request. Material possessions beyond the basic 
needs are included.

 3. To each according to what is earned. People who 
live according to this system become the source of 
their own wealth. If they earn a great deal of money, 
they can lavish extravagant possessions upon 
themselves. If they earn little, they must do without.

 4. To each according to what can be obtained—by 

whatever means. Under this system, everyone 
ruthlessly attempts to acquire as much wealth as 
possible without regard for the hardships that might 
be brought on others because of these actions. 
Th ose who are best at exploiting others become 
wealthy and powerful, and the others become the 
exploited and poor (Cuzzort and King, 1980).

In Marxist terms, the fi rst of these four possibilities 
is what would happen in a socialist society. Although 
many readers will believe that the third possibility 
describes U.S. society (according to what is earned), 
Marxists would say that a capitalist society is character-
ized by the last choice—the capitalists obtain whatever 
they can get in any possible way.

Max Weber Weber agreed with Marx on many issues 
related to stratifi cation, including the following:

 1. Group confl ict is a basic ingredient of society.
 2. People are motivated by self-interest.
 3. Th ose who do not have property can defend their 

interests less well than those who have property.
 4. Economic institutions are of fundamental 

importance in shaping the rest of society.
 5. Th ose in power promote ideas and values that help 

them maintain their dominance.
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TABLE 8–4 Functionalist and Confl ict Views of Social Stratifi cation: A Comparison 

The Functionalist View The Confl ict View

1. Stratifi cation is universal, necessary, and inevitable. 1. Stratifi cation may be universal without being necessary or inevitable.

2.  Social organization (the social system) shapes 2. The stratifi cation system shapes social organizations 
the stratifi cation system.    (the social system).

3.  Stratifi cation arises from the societal need 3. Stratifi cation arises from group conquest, competition, 
for integration, coordination, and cohesion.    and confl ict.

4.  Stratifi cation facilitates the optimal functioning of 4. Stratifi cation impedes the optimal functioning of society 
society and the individual.    and the individual.

5.  Stratifi cation is an expression of commonly shared 5. Stratifi cation is an expression of the values of powerful groups.
social values.

6. Power usually is distributed legitimately in society. 6. Power usually is distributed illegitimately in society.

7. Tasks and rewards are allocated equitably. 7. Tasks and rewards are allocated inequitably.

8.  The economic dimension is subordinate 8. The economic dimension is paramount in society. 
to other dimensions of society.

9.  Stratifi cation systems generally change through 9. Stratifi cation systems often change through revolutionary 
evolutionary processes.   processes.

Source: Adapted from “Some Empirical Consequences of the Davis-Moore Theory of Stratifi cation,” by A. L. Stinchcombe, 1969, in J. L. Roach, L. Gross, & O. R. Gursslin, eds., Social 
Stratifi cation in the United States, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, p. 55. Used by permission.

In the United States, you can change your educational 
and fi nancial circumstances through hard work. Is 
this the same as changing your social class? Or is that 
a harder job that requires many trade-off s? R. Todd 
Erkel grew up in a working-class family in Pittsburgh. 
In the following excerpt, he writes about how he often 
felt uncomfortable, adrift, and profoundly alone as he 
made the journey to a new culture.

When I decided to go to college, my mother 
and father off ered the only advice they could: 
“Well,” they said, “we hope you know what you’re 
doing.” But implicit in their lukewarm endorse-
ment was the obvious truth: I didn’t know—any 
more than they did. So, without a guidance coun-
selor, or parents versed in the calculus of fi nan-
cial aid and college applications, I proceeded 
arbitrarily, applying to colleges whose names or 
looks appealed to me. I eventually settled, for no 
particular reason, on Penn State.

Having applied too late to attend orientation, 
I arrived in State College, Pennsylvania, with 
what I soon learned was more than a clothes 
problem. My credentials—an impressive grade 
point average and high test scores—gave my 
application a veneer of promise. But there was 
no measure for the things I didn’t know, nothing 
to suggest I might have to learn everything about 
this new world of college from scratch. Th e sys-
tem, like me, was blind to the ways in which my 
working-class background left me unprepared 

for this new world. It wasn’t just poise or spend-
ing money that I lacked. Everything from my 
colloquial speech to my primitive social skills to 
my wardrobe drew a discreet line between me 
and my new peer group.

Adrift in this community of 60,000 not-so 
 kindred souls, I looked to the only place I knew 
of to place the blame for my ineptitude—inside, 
with myself. Overwhelmed by feelings of alien-
ation and worthlessness, I quit. In retrospect, I 
wonder why nobody—if not my parents, then 
a teacher or college counselor—could have 
foreseen my diffi  cult transition to college; not 
just from one phase of education to another, but 
from one set of cultural assumptions to another, 
one entire world to another. I wish, too, that I 
could have let the full extent of my alienation be 
known.

Even at the University of Pittsburgh, where I 
eventually transferred and where the presence 
of students from working-class backgrounds 
similar to mine was plain to see, the issue of class 
remained eerily unspoken. Th ough part of me 
knew better, I could not escape the crippling feel-
ing that I remained alone in my bewilderment.

Th e working-class experience makes the child 
particularly vulnerable to low self-expectations. 
Before I could sing the alphabet, I knew some-
thing of what it felt like to be my parents: low-
achieving, poorly spoken, lacking confi dence, 
afraid to challenge authority, reluctant to ask for 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

How Easy Is It to Change Social Class?

I th U it

O

H
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The Need for Synthesis

Any empirical investigation will show that neither the 
functionalist theory nor the confl ict theory of stratifi ca-
tion is entirely accurate. Th is does not mean that both 
are useless in understanding how stratifi cation oper-
ates in society. Ralf Dahrendorf (1959) suggested that 
the two really are complementary rather than opposed. 
We do not need to choose between the two but, instead, 
should see how each is qualifi ed to explain specifi c situ-
ations. For example, functionalism can help explain why 
diff erential rewards are needed to serve as an incentive 
for a person to spend many years training to become a 
lawyer. Confl ict theory would help explain why the off -
spring of members of the upper classes study at elite 
institutions and end up as members of prestigious law 
fi rms, whereas the sons and daughters of the middle 

 4. What are thought to be the common values of 
society are really the values of the dominant groups. 
Th e dominant groups establish a value system that 
justifi es their position. In this way, the subordinate 
groups come to accept a negative evaluation of 
themselves and to believe that those in power have 
a right to that position.

 5. Because those in power are engaged in exploitative 
relationships, they must find mechanisms of 
social control to keep the masses in line. By 
holding out the possibility of a small amount of 
social mobility for those who are deprived, the 
power elite will try to induce them to accept the 
system’s basic assumptions. Thus, the oppressed 
masses will come to believe that by behaving 
according to the rules, they will gain a better life 
(Vanfossen, 1979).

help, willing to accept their situation, content to 
do without.

Th e message received by children whose par-
ents have battled with the world and come away 
feeling defeated is that they are better off  not even 
trying. A pervasive feeling of helplessness hangs 
over the working-class house like the secondhand 
smoke that passes silently from parent to child.

Embracing the promise of an education 
requires working-class children to construct an 
inner sense of themselves that is radically diff erent 
from that of their parents, siblings, and friends, 
to betray their allegiance to the only source of 
identity and support they have ever known. At 
each crossroad, and with every success, I became 
more aware of the dichotomy— the ways in which 
my education simultaneously would provide me 
options and distance me from the life I trusted.

A decade later, the anger I have long felt toward 
my parents has slowly faded. I realize now that 
the gifts I so desperately wanted from them (an 
easy self-confi dence and a deep well of optimism) 
were not theirs to give. Instead, they handed their 
children a promise, visibly broken, in the hope 
that we might know better than they did how to 
make it work. In America, the illusion of free and 
open passage between classes is preached with 
religious zeal. But parents who wish for something 
better for their children must struggle against 
more than an incomplete education and economic 

deprivation. Th ey must confront the truth behind 
the myth of making it in America: Th e land of 
opportunity is also the land of persistent class 
structures and struggles. And though many try, 
most people never rise very far from the socioeco-
nomic level into which they are born.

My middle-class friends know enough about 
the destructive force of class to see me as an 
exception: a triumph of will over environment. 
What I don’t mention, and what others don’t see, 
is that I often feel more lost than ever, caught 
between two widely separated social rungs, never 
sure whether I should forge ahead or fall back, 
uncertain whether either option really is mine. I 
have learned to pose in the middle-class culture, 
but at a price. I live most of the time on borrowed 
instincts, afraid to trust that part of the working 
class I still carry inside.

Looking back, the memory of growing apart 
from the people and habits I know and love stirs 
a swirl of feelings. I still yearn to believe that my 
parents know what is best. Th e adult I’ve become 
appreciates why such knowledge eluded them. I 
understand more clearly the gain of my leaving 
their world. I’m only now willing to consider the 
loss.

Source: Excerpted from “Th e Mighty Wedge of Class” in 
 Family Th erapy Networker, by R. Todd Erkel, July/August, 
1994, pp. 45–47. Used with permission from the author.
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importance and be motivated to carry out role 
expectations competently.

Critics of the functionalist view suggest that strati-• 
fi cation is immoral because it creates extremes of 
wealth and poverty and denigrates the people at 
the bottom. In addition, it is dysfunctional in that 
it neglects the talents and merits of many people 
who are stuck in the lower classes. It also ignores the 
ability of the powerful to limit access to important 
positions, and overlooks the fact that the level of 
rewards attached to jobs does not necessarily refl ect 
their functional importance.

Confl ict theorists see stratifi cation as the outcome • 
of a struggle for dominance. Karl Marx believed that 
to understand human societies, one must look at the 
economic conditions surrounding production of the 
necessities of life. Marx believed the groups that own 
or control the means of production within a society 
also have the power to shape or maintain aspects of 
society to favor their interests.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to help 
you complete that special project or do some research 
on your own.

and lower-middle classes study at public institutions 
and become overworked district attorneys. (For more 
on this point, see “Our Diverse Society: How Easy Is It to 
Change Social Class?”)

SUMMARY ■

Despite the American political ideal of the basic • 
equality of all citizens and the lack of inherited ranks 
and titles, the United States nonetheless has a class 
structure that is characterized by extremes of wealth 
and poverty.

Class distinctions exist in the United States based • 
on race, education, family name, career choice, or 
wealth.

Social stratifi cation has shown that social class • 
aff ects many aspects of people’s lives. For instance, 
lower-class people get sick more often and have 
higher infant mortality rates, shorter life expectan-
cies, and larger families. Th e poor are more likely 
to be arrested, charged with a crime, convicted, 
and sentenced to prison and are likely to get 
longer prison terms than middle- and upper-class 
criminals.

Th e functionalist theory of stratifi cation as pre-• 
sented by Davis and Moore holds that stratifi cation 
is socially necessary. Th ey argue that diff erent posi-
tions in society make diff erent levels of contribu-
tions to the well-being and preservation of society. 
Filling the more complex and important positions 
in society often requires talent that is scarce and 
has a long period of training. Providing unequal 
rewards ensures that the most-talented and best-
trained individuals will fi ll the statuses of greatest 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER EIGHT STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts And Thinkers

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

a. Social class f. Lower-middle class k. Poverty index
b. Class system of stratifi cation g. Lower class l. Feminization of poverty
c. Upper class h. Distribution of income m. Functionalist theory
d. Upper-middle class i. Distribution of wealth n. Confl ict theory
e. Middle-middle class j. Poverty

____  1.  A U.S. social class characterized by corporate ownership, elite schools, upper-echelon politics, 
and a higher education

____  2.  An explanation for the existence of social classes based on the idea that to attract talented 
 individuals to each occupation, society must set up a system of differential rewards

____  3.  A category of people who share similar opportunities, similar economic and vocational 
 positions, similar lifestyles, and similar attitudes and behaviors

____  4.  The phrase referring to the increasing concentration of poverty among female-headed 
 households

____  5.  A U.S. social class made up of skilled and semiskilled laborers
____  6.  A U.S. social class characterized by unskilled labor, service work, farm labor, and little interest in 

education or high-school completion
____  7.  The U.S. government’s specifi cation of income levels below which people are considered to be 

living poverty
____  8.  The degree to which all earnings in the nation are spread out among the population
____  9.  A system of stratifi cation that includes several social classes and permits social mobility
____ 10.  The condition in which people do not have enough money to maintain a standard of living that 

includes the basic necessities of life
____ 11.  A U.S. social class characterized by professional and technical occupations and college and 

graduate-school training
____ 12.  An explanation that says social class arises and persists because those with more wealth and 

power use their means to enhance their own position at the expense of others
____ 13.  The degree of concentration or spreading out of property and other fi nancial assets
____ 14.  A U.S. social class that comprises skilled and semiskilled laborers, factory employees, and other 

blue-collar workers

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

a. Max Weber b. Karl Marx c. Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore

____  1.  Developed the functionalist theory of social stratifi cation
____  2.  Argued that class was based on ownership and that capitalism required a confl ict between own-

ers and workers
____  3.  Argued that social stratifi cation was not just a matter of wealth but included prestige and politi-

cal power as well



194 PART 3 SOCIAL INEQUALITY194

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Assess each the following ideas about poverty in America:

a. People are poor because they are too lazy to work.  ____________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Most poor are minorities, and most minorities are poor. ________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. Most people in poverty live in inner-city areas. _________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

d. Welfare programs for the poor are straining the federal budget. _________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. As your text notes, those arrested, accused, convicted, and imprisoned are disproportionately poor. 
Yet wealthier people also commit crimes. Compare and contrast the ways the criminal justice system 
operates for the poor and for the rich in each of the following areas.

a. Type of crime:  _____________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Legal representation: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. Conviction outcomes: _______________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Summarize each of these theories of stratifi cation in one or two sentences.

a. Functionalist _______________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Confl ict ___________________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. Modern confl ict ____________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Critical Thought Exercise ●

1. Assess the performance of the United States, compared with other Western industrialized countries, in 
reducing poverty among these three groups: children, the elderly, and working-age adults. Where does 
the United States fare best and where does it do the worst? Describe some of the major factors respon-
sible for the United States’ performance with regard to each of the three groups.

2. Try thinking of stratifi cation in your school based on the classes of faculty, students, administrators, and 
perhaps other groups. How would a confl ict theorist look at the actions of each these groups? How 
would a functionalist look at them? To what extent do the class distinctions of the wider society come 
into play on campus and intertwine with the campus categories?

3. Some government policies benefi t the wealthy and not the poor, such as certain tax policies, lower min-
imum wage, less spending for welfare, restrictions on food stamps, and so on. How do proponents of 
these policies justify them? Do these arguments provide examples of Marx’s and Engels’s observation 
that “the ruling ideas of each age have always been the ideas of its ruling class”?

4. Develop a research paper within which you explore why economic rewards are distributed more un-
equally in the United States than elsewhere in the Western industrialized world. What are the positive 
and negative outcomes of this system?

Internet Activities ●

1. Visit http://www.pbs.org/peoplelikeus/fi lm/index.html. This site is connected with a video, “People Like 
Us,” produced by PBS and often presented in sociology courses. For this exercise, you do not need to 
see the entire video. Rather, visit the section that has short video clips with commentaries from the per-
sons interviewed in the complete fi lm. The “People” section has an option to email, through PBS, any 
or all the persons appearing in the short video clips. After watching the clips, select any three, develop 
your question, and email each. Report your fi ndings in a short paper for the class.

2. In 2005, the New York Times ran a series of articles on social class. The articles are on their website 
along with some interesting fl ash graphics on social class, income inequality, and social mobility. Visit 
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/class/.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. c; 2. m; 3. a; 4. l; 5. f; 6. g; 7. k; 8. h; 9. b; 10. j; 11. d; 12. n; 13. i; 14. f

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. c; 2. b; 3. a

http://www.pbs.org/peoplelikeus/film/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/class/
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a result of pregnancy and childbirth, with huge regional 
disparities. Fifteen million children have lost their 
mother or both parents to AIDS, and more than 40 mil-
lion people were infected with the human immunodefi -
ciency virus (HIV), 90% of them in developing countries 
and 75% in sub-Saharan Africa.

In sub-Saharan Africa, human development has actu-
ally regressed in recent years, and the lives of its very 
poor people are getting worse. More than half of the 
world’s people live on less than $2 a day, the internation-
ally defi ned poverty line. (See Figure 9-1.) Because of 
population growth, the number of poor people in that 
region has increased.

Th roughout the world, 1.2 billion people lack access 
to safe water, and 2.6 billion do not have access to any 
form of improved sanitation services. Th is situation 
causes almost 2 million children to die each year from 
infectious diseases. Unclean water is the second biggest 
killer of children (United Nations Development Report, 
2006).

Th ese examples demonstrate the extreme levels 
of social inequality that exist in the world today. And 
recent information indicates that the situation might be 
getting worse, not better. “In 73 countries representing 
80 percent of the world’s people, 48 have seen inequal-
ity increase since the 1950s, 16 have experienced no 
change, and only nine—with just 4 percent of the world’s 
people—have seen inequality decline” (United Nations, 
2002).

Social inequality is the outgrowth of social stratifi -
cation, which is the uneven distribution of privileges, 
material rewards, opportunities, power, prestige, and 
infl uence among individuals and groups. Social inequal-
ity exists in all societies. Th e inequality can occur 
because of wealth, prestige, or power. Societies diff er in 
terms of what is unequal and how the inequality comes 
about. (See “Global Sociology: How Countries Diff er” for 
an example of how Japan and Nigeria diff er.)

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Describe the caste, estate, and class systems of social  ◗

stratifi cation.

Know the theories of global stratifi cation. ◗

Describe the phenomenon of exponential growth. ◗

Discuss world health trends. ◗

Know the determinants of fertility and family size. ◗

Discuss the problems of overpopulation and possible  ◗

solutions.

Understand the trends in global aging. ◗

Should there be limits on inequality? Adam 
Smith certainly thought there had to be limits to depri-
vation. Smith noted, “No society can be fl ourishing and 
happy of which the far greater part of members are poor 
and miserable.” Smith believed all members of society 
should have enough to enable them to walk down the 
street “without shame” (Smith, [1776] 1976). Nearly all 
religions note that it is a moral obligation to help the less 
fortunate. Yet, despite these expressions, global inequal-
ity is widespread.

For example, a girl born in Japan today might have 
a 50% chance of seeing the twenty-second century, but 
a newborn in Afghanistan has a 1 in 4 chance of dying 
before age fi ve. Th e richest 5% of the world’s people have 
incomes 114 times those of the poorest 5%. Every year, 
about 11 million children die of preventable causes, often 
because they lack simple and easily provided improve-
ments in nutrition, sanitation, and maternal health and 
education. Every year more than 500,000 women die as 

FIGURE 9-1 Percentage of People Who Live on Less Than $2 a Day
Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators, 2008, http://hdrstats.undp.org/indicators/24.html, accessed May 18, 2009.
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Th ere are enormous diff erences among the world’s 
countries. On one side, we have mostly poor countries 
with high birth rates and low life expectancies. On the 
other side, we have wealthy countries with low birth 
rates and high life expectancies.

Th ese diff erences produce large economic, social, 
and political situations. People in these countries have 
sharply diff erent living standards, health, and future 
prospects.

Two countries that provide an example of these dif-
ferences are Japan and Nigeria, which currently have 
similarly sized populations.

Japan

Japan has the world’s second-largest economy and 
enjoys a high per capita income and standard of liv-
ing. Th e Japanese are highly educated; most fi nish high 

school and a third go on to college or university. Th e 
Japanese have the world’s longest life expectancy—82 
years—and one of the lowest rates of infant mortality.

Japanese women have an average of 1.3 children, 
giving it one of the lowest fertility rates in the world. 
Th is situation causes Japan to be one of the most rap-
idly aging populations in the world.

Nigeria

In Nigeria, the average birthrate is nearly six births per 
woman. Th e life expectancy is 47 years. With 132 million 
people, it is the most populous country in Africa. More 
than 90% of Nigerians live on less than US$2 per day.

About one-half of Nigerian women are literate. 
Nigeria’s population could double by 2050, and growth 
and poverty is expected to continue into the second 
half of the twenty-fi rst century.     

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

How Countries Differ—Japan and Nigeria

G

H

TABLE 9-1 A Comparison of Two Countries: Japan and Nigeria

Japan Nigeria

2007 2007

Population (millions) 127.7 148.1

Lifetime births per woman 1.3 5.8

Under 15 (%) 13 45

Over 65 (%) 22 3

Life expectancy at birth (years) 82 47

Infant deaths per 1,000 births 2.8 100.0

Adults with HIV/AIDs, 2003 (%) <0.05 5.4

Percentage of population living on less than 
U.S. $2/day (%)

0 92.4

Probability of not living past 40 (%) 1.3 39

Sources: Carl Haub, “2008 World Population Data Sheet”; and United Nations Population Division, 2007/2008 
Human Development Report, Indicators, http://hdrstats.undp.org/indicators/, accessed May 18, 2009. Mary 
Mederios Kent and Carl Haub, “The Demographic Divide: What It Is and Why It Matters,” http://prb.org/
Articles/2005/TheDemographicDivideWhatItIsandWhyItMatters.aspx, accessed May 15, 2009.

STRATIFICATION SYSTEMS ●

Stratifi cation can happen in two ways: (1) People can 
be assigned to societal roles, using as a basis for the 
assignment an ascribed status—an easily identifi able 
characteristic, such as gender, age, family name, or 
skin color—over which they have no control. Th is will 
produce the caste and estate systems of stratifi cation; 
or (2) people’s positions in the social hierarchy can be 
based to some degree on their achieved statuses (see 
Chapter 5, “Social Interaction”), gained through their 
individual, direct eff orts. Th is is known as the class 
system.

The Caste System

Th e caste system is a rigid form of stratifi cation, based 

on ascribed characteristics such as skin color or family 

identity, that determines a person’s prestige, occupation, 

residence, and social relationships. Many people believe 
that true caste systems are found only in India, although 
some have suggested that they exist in southwestern 
Ethiopia and other parts of Africa as well (Pankhurst, 
1999).

People are born into and spend their entire lives 
within a caste with little chance of leaving it. Th e caste 
is a closed group whose members are severely restricted 

http://hdrstats.undp.org/indicators/
http://prb.org/Articles/2005/TheDemographicDivideWhatItIsandWhyItMatters.aspx
http://prb.org/Articles/2005/TheDemographicDivideWhatItIsandWhyItMatters.aspx
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have made the caste system less stringent. In the 1930s, 
Mohandas Gandhi tried to change attitudes toward the 
untouchables, and untouchability was declared illegal 
in 1949. Offi  cially, the Indian caste system has been out-
lawed, but evidence of its existence is still present, par-
ticularly in rural areas (Caste, 2002).

Th e government of India has an affi  rmative action sys-
tem that it calls “reservations,” which applies to certain 
government jobs and admission to all public and pri-
vate educational institutions. Unlike affi  rmative action 
in the United States, the reservation system is based on 
specifi c quotas for groups defi ned as scheduled castes, 
scheduled tribes, or backward classes. For example, 27% 
of the seats in higher education are reserved for these 
groups. Th is has produced widespread protest among 
those considered to be the forward castes.

Th e scheduled castes are people who were known as 
untouchables. Th e contemporary term for this group is 
Dalit, and they represent 15% (160 million people) of the 
population. Th e Dalits have encountered extreme dis-
crimination and social isolation. Even a Dalit’s shadow 
is thought to pollute the higher castes. Dalits have been 
barred from entering the villages of the upper castes, 
drinking from public wells, or going to the temples of the 
upper castes. Dalit children are discriminated against in 
schools (Haviland, 2005).

The Estate System

Th e estate system is a closed system of stratifi cation 

in which a person’s social position is defi ned by law, and 

membership is determined primarily by inheritance. An 
estate is a segment of a society that has legally estab-
lished rights and duties. Th e estate system is similar to a 
caste system but not as extreme. Some mobility is possi-
ble but by no means as much as exists in a class system.

in their choice of occupation and degree of social par-
ticipation. Marriage outside the caste is prohibited. 
Social status is determined by the caste of one’s birth, 
and it is very unusual for a person to overcome his or 
her origins.

Contact between castes is minimal and governed by 
a set of rules or laws. If interaction must take place, it 
is impersonal, and examples of the participants’ supe-
rior or inferior status are abundant. Access to valued 
resources is extremely unequal.

A set of religious beliefs often justifi es a caste sys-
tem. Th e caste system as it existed for centuries in India 
before the 1950s is a prime example of how this kind of 
infl exible stratifi cation works. Th e Hindu caste system, 
in its traditional form in India, consisted of four varnas 
(literally meaning “color”), each of which corresponded 
to a body part of the mythical Purusa, whose dismem-
berment was believed to have given rise to the human 
species. Purusa’s mouth issued forth priests (Brahmans), 
and his arms gave rise to warriors (Kshatriyas). His 
thighs produced artisans and merchants (Vaishyas), and 
his feet brought forth menial laborers (Shudras). Below 
the Shudras were the untouchables, or Panchamas (liter-
ally “fi fth division”), who were considered to fall outside 
the caste system and performed the most menial tasks. 
Hindu scripture holds that each person’s varna is inher-
ited directly from his or her parents and cannot change 
during the person’s life (Gould, 1971).

Each varna had clearly defi ned rights and duties asso-
ciated with it. Hindus believed in reincarnation of the 
soul and that, to the extent that an individual followed 
the norms of behavior of his or her varna, the state of the 
soul increased in purity and the individual could expect 
to be born to a higher varna in a subsequent life. (Th e 
opposite was also true in that failure to act appropri-
ately according to the varna resulted in a person being 
born to a lower varna in the next life.)

Th is picture of India’s caste system is complicated by 
the presence of thousands of subcastes, or jatis. Each of 
these jatis corresponds in name to a particular occu-
pation (leather worker, shoemaker, cattle herder, bar-
ber, potter, and so on). Only a minority within each jati 
actually perform the work of that subcaste; the rest fi nd 
employment when and where they can.

Changing the caste system sanctifi ed by Hindu reli-
gious texts is diffi  cult. Millions of Dalits, traditionally 
known as members of India’s untouchable caste, have 
“tried to escape the system by converting to Islam, 
Christianity or Buddhism. But the system is so rooted in 
South Asian society that caste persists even in Christian 
and Muslim communities.” Doing away with the caste 
system also threatens upper-caste privilege. “Few upper-
caste people are eager to overturn a social order that 
supplies them with cheap labor and social standing” 
(Power and Mazumdar, 2000).

Hindus have never placidly accepted the caste system. 
Since the nineteenth century, economic developments 

In some Middle Eastern societies, women are expected to 
cover themselves in public. Such a situation helps perpetuate 
inequality between men and women.
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the result of an occupational structure that allows high-
er-level jobs to be available to anyone with the educa-
tion and experience required. A class society encourages 
striving and achievement.

THEORIES OF GLOBAL STRATIFICATION ●

Rich and poor countries exist throughout the world, and 
development occurs at varying paces. Are these varying 
rates of development related to a country’s location and 
the availability of natural resources or to cultural and 
social factors? Could it be that development is tied to 
the relationships between the rich and poor nations? 
Two theories have been proposed to help explain the 
diff erent rates of development among countries.

Modernization Theory

Modernization theory assumes that the economic dif-

ferences among countries are due to technological and 

cultural diff erences. According to this theory, modern-
ization depends on a country having a cultural environ-
ment that welcomes innovation and makes it possible 
for technological advancements to be incorporated into 
that society.

Strong ties to religious or historical traditions are seen 
as the greatest barriers to modernization. Economic 
impoverishment occurs when people are discouraged 
from adopting technologies that would raise living stan-
dards. Other barriers to modernization can include gov-
ernment policies that are not conducive to business or 
the lack of money to invest in Western-style industry and 
agriculture. Modernization theorists have also seen lack 
of education, low motivation toward achievement, and 
high birth rates as barriers to development (Huntington, 
1968, Rostow, 1960).

Modernization theory assumes that developed coun-
tries play an important role in helping the less-developed 
countries modernize. Th e developed countries introduce 
modern technology into these countries, which helps 
accelerate economic growth. Less-developed countries 
might be given foreign aid to purchase machinery and 
agricultural products that boost production. Th e devel-
oped countries might help the less-developed countries 
increase food supplies by providing fertilizers, irrigation 
methods, and insect control. Th ey might also help devel-
oping countries control their populations (Firebaugh 
and Sandu, 1998).

Critics of modernization theory see it as a defense 
of capitalism. Th ey claim that it holds up the developed 
countries as a model that the developing countries 
should emulate. Critics also believe it places a dispro-
portionate blame for poverty on the poor societies 
themselves. In blaming the victim, they contend that 
modernization theorists downplay the role rich nations 
have played in producing the plight poorer countries 
experience (Wiarda, 1987).

Th e estate system of medieval Europe is a good 
example of how this type of stratifi cation system works. 
Th e three major estates in Europe during the Middle 
Ages were the nobility, the clergy, and, at the bottom of 
the hierarchy, the peasants. A royal landholding fam-
ily at the top had authority over a group of priests and 
the secular nobility, who were quite powerful in their 
own right. Th e nobility were the warriors; they were 
expected to give military protection to the other two 
estates. Th e clergy not only ministered to the spiri-
tual needs of all the people but also were often power-
ful landowners as well. Th e peasants were legally tied 
to the land, which they worked to provide the nobles 
with food and wealth. In return, the nobles were sup-
posed to provide social order, not only with their mili-
tary strength but also as the legal authorities who held 
court and acted as judges in disputes concerning the 
peasants who belonged to their land. Th e peasants had 
low social status, little freedom or economic standing, 
and almost no power.

Just above the peasants was a small but growing 
group, the merchants and craftsmen. Th ey operated 
somewhat outside the estate system in that, although 
they might achieve great wealth and political infl u-
ence, they had little chance of moving into the estate of 
nobility or warriors. It is worth noting that it was this 
marginal group, which was less constricted by norms 
governing the behavior of the estates, that had the fl ex-
ibility to gain power when the industrial revolution, 
starting in the eighteenth century, undermined the 
estate system.

Individuals were born into one of the estates and 
remained there throughout their lives. Under unusual 
circumstances, people could change their estate, as, for 
example, when peasants—using produce or livestock 
saved from their own meager supply or a promise to turn 
over a bit of land that by some rare fortune belonged to 
them outright—could buy a position in the church for 
a son or daughter. For most, however, social mobility 
was diffi  cult and extremely limited because wealth was 
permanently concentrated among the landowners. Th e 
only solace for the poor was the promise of a better life 
in the hereafter (Vanfossen, 1979).

The Class System

In Chapter 8, “Social Class in the United States,” we noted 
that a society that has several social classes and permits 
greater social mobility than a caste or estate system is 
based on a class system of stratifi cation. Remember that 
a social class consists of a category of people who share 
similar opportunities, similar economic and vocational 
positions, similar lifestyles, and similar attitudes and 
behaviors. Some form of class system is usually present 
in all industrial societies, whether they are capitalist or 
communist. Mobility is greater in a class system than in 
either a caste or an estate system. Th is mobility is often 
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mismanagement, or the suppression of minorities. 
Critics also see dependency theory as more ideology 
than theory. Th ey believe that dependency theory is 
designed to inspire revolutionaries in less-developed 
countries rather than to provide an accurate account of 
economic development.

GLOBAL DIVERSITY ●

World population, 6.79 billion in mid-2009, has more 
than doubled since 1960 and is projected to be 9.3 billion 
by 2050 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009). Yet the world’s 
richest countries, with 20% of the global population, 
account for 86% of private consumption; the poorest 
20% account for just 1.3%. A child born in an industrial-
ized country will add more to consumption and pollu-
tion over his or her lifetime than 30 to 50 children born 
in developing countries (United Nations, 2001, State of 

World Population). (For an example of what life is like in 
one of these countries, see “Sociology in Strange Places: 
Life Chances of an Adolescent Girl in Liberia.”)

Th roughout the world, some 2 billion people are mal-
nourished, one quarter lack adequate housing, 20% do 
not have access to modern health services, and 20% of 
children do not attend school.

In the next section, we will look at some of the vast 
diff erences in everyday life that exist throughout the 
world.

World Health Trends

Th e World Health Organization defi nes health as “a state 
of complete mental, physical, and social well-being.” 
Th is concept might appear straightforward, but it does 
not easily lend itself to measurement. Consequently, to 
describe the state of health in the world, we must look 
at trends. When we look at human health from this per-
spective, we fi nd that the twentieth century has seen 
unprecedented gains in health and survival. On a world-
wide basis, the average life expectancy for a newborn 
more than doubled, from 30 years in 1900 to 68 years in 

Dependency Theory

Dependency theory proposes that the economic posi-

tions of rich and poor nations are linked and cannot be 

understood in isolation from each other. Global inequality 

is due to the exploitation of poor societies by the rich ones.

Dependency theory is an outgrowth of a Marxist view 
of the interconnection among world systems. From this 
perspective, capitalism is seen as having a global eff ect 
instead of one specifi c just to the country in which it 
is practiced. Th e Western developed nations need to 
buy raw materials cheaply from the developing coun-
tries. At the same time, they need to sell manufactured 
goods at a high price. Th is situation puts the developing 
countries in a dependent position that forces them to 
become debtors. According to this view, the developing 
countries would be able to develop more quickly if their 
dependence on the developed countries were reduced.

Dependency theorists believe that the prosperity of 
the more-developed countries came about because of 
the impoverishment of other countries. Th e rich coun-
tries depend on being able to buy inexpensive raw mate-
rials from the poor ones. Th ey use these raw materials 
to produce expensive products that they sell to the poor 
countries. Th e control of global resources has fallen into 
the hands of the rich countries, and the poor countries 
have become dependent on massive amounts of foreign 
aid. Th ese countries are then caught in a cycle of depen-
dence in which they must sell their raw materials to pay 
off  the debt they are incurring in their trade with the rich 
countries.

Critics of dependency theory believe that no system-
atic empirical support exists for many of the basic claims 
about the role dependence plays in blocking develop-
ment. Th ey point out that many of the poorest countries 
have had little contact with rich nations and that trade 
has improved the economy of many other countries 
without making them dependent.

Critics also point out that it is simplistic to believe 
that only one factor—capitalism—is the cause of global 
inequality. Th e theory ignores other factors within a 
country that could produce poverty, such as corruption, 

Text not available due to copyright restrictions
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Currently, 80% of the world’s population does not 
have access to any health care. Malnutrition and para-
sitic and infectious diseases are the principal causes of 
death and disability in the poorer nations. Th e problems 
these diseases cause are largely preventable, and most 
of these conditions could be dramatically reduced at a 
relatively modest cost.

The Health of Infants and Children 
in Developing Countries

When we look at infant and child health from a global 
perspective, we fi nd that death among children is over-
whelmingly a problem of the developing countries 
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Th ose countries 
account for 98% of the world’s deaths among children 
younger than fi ve. To make matters worse, UNICEF 
estimates that 95% of these deaths are preventable. 
Even though child mortality has fallen, more than 10.5 
million die each year before age fi ve from preventable 
diseases.

Child Killers Th e preventable and treatable diseases 
children die from include diarrheal dehydration, acute 
respiratory infection, measles, and malaria. In half of 
the cases, illness is complicated by malnutrition. In 
addition, 30 million of the world’s children are still not 
routinely vaccinated and continue to die as a result of 
major childhood killers such as diphtheria, tuberculosis, 
pertussis, measles, and tetanus (Annan, 2001).

Although infectious diseases account for only 1% of 
deaths in developed countries, they are the major kill-
ers in the developing world, accounting for a stagger-
ing 41.5% of all deaths. Malaria, which is extremely rare 
in developed countries, accounts for 2 million deaths 
annually. (See Table 9-2 for a comparison of infant mor-
tality throughout the world.)

Acute respiratory illness (ARI) remains one of the most 
common causes of child deaths in developing countries. 
ARI refers to infections of the respiratory tract, includ-
ing the nose, middle ear, throat, voice box, air passage, 
and lungs. Pneumonia is the most serious of the acute 

2008 (Population Reference Bureau, 2008). For a country 
such as China, this has meant moving from conditions at 
the turn of the century, when scarcely 60% of newborns 
reached their fi fth birthday, to the present, when more 
than 60% can expect to reach their seventieth birthday.

Health advances in some countries have reached the 
point at which it appears the population is approach-
ing the upper limit of average life expectancy. In Japan, 
where life expectancy is 82 years, a newborn has only a 4 
in 1,000 chance of dying before its fi rst birthday and less 
than a 1 in 1,000 risk of dying by age 40.

Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for less-devel-
oped countries. More than 300 million people live in 24 
countries where life expectancy is less than 50 years. In 
these countries, 1 of 10 newborns die by age 1, and 3 mil-
lion a year do not survive for one week. In some African 
villages, deaths among infants and young children occur 
ten times more frequently than deaths among the aged.

More than 300 million people live in 24 countries where life 
expectancy is less than 50 years. In these countries, 1 out of 10 
newborns die by age 1, and 3 million a year do not survive for 
one week. In some African villages, death among infants and 
young children occurs 10 times more frequently than deaths 
among the aged.
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TABLE 9-2 Best and Worst Infant Mortality Rates (Deaths per 1,000 Live Births)

Best Worst

Rate Rate

Singapore 2.31 Afghanistan 151.95

Japan 2.79 Somalia 109.19

Hong Kong 2.92 Mozambique 105.8

Iceland 3.23 Mali 102.05

Finland 3.47 Guinea Bissau 99.83

Source: CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fi elds/2091.html, accessed 
May 15, 2009.

www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2091.html
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Maternal Health Th e survival of infants and children 
depends critically on the nurturing the mother provides 
during pregnancy and childhood. When an expect-
ant mother suff ers from sexually transmitted illnesses, 
malaria, or malnutrition during pregnancy, she will be 
more likely to have a low birth-weight baby. Low birth-
weight babies are defi ned as weighing less than 5 pounds 
at birth. Newborns of low birth weight are more likely 
to die. Th ose who survive are at risk of having impaired 
immune systems and susceptibility to chronic illnesses. 
Th ey are also likely to have lower intelligence and cog-
nitive disabilities leading to learning diffi  culties. Th e 
majority of low birth-weight babies are born in either 
South Asia or sub-Saharan Africa.

In addition to maternal malnutrition, other causes 
of low birth-weight babies are the mother’s excessively 
heavy work load, malaria infection, severe anemia related 
to an iron-defi cient diet, and hookworm infestation.

Maternal Age An infant is at higher health risk if the 
mother is in her teens or older than 40, if she has given 
birth more than seven times, or if the interval between 
births is less than two years. Th e interval between births 
is the most important factor in infant and child mor-
tality. Infants born to mothers at less than two-year 

respiratory diseases but can be easily treated with anti-
biotics. Th e majority of ARI deaths could be prevented 
by a fi ve-day treatment course of antibiotics costing 25 
cents. More than half of the children with ARI are never 
treated.

Dirty drinking water and general unsanitary conditions 
bring on diarrhea, causing the body to lose large quanti-
ties of salt and water. Progress in addressing this condi-
tion has been made because of oral rehydration therapy.

In the countries of sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia, measles continues to be a major killer of children 
under fi ve because fewer than 50% of them are vacci-
nated against the disease. Measles is a highly contagious 
disease and to control it, at least 90% of the children 
must be vaccinated. High doses of vitamin A also help 
with the disease. Th e children who get the disease and 
do not die are often left blind and deaf.

Malaria has reemerged as a major cause of child 
deaths. Th e disease causes severe anemia and is one of 
the main causes of low birth weight in infants. Malaria 
can be easily prevented by making sure that pregnant 
women and children sleep under insecticide-treated 
mosquito nets. Th is relatively simple action could pre-
vent 400,000 child deaths in Africa each year. Yet, few 
children sleep under mosquito nets and those that are 
used have not been treated.

Neonatal tetanus is a common and preventable ill-
ness. In developing countries, it occurs when unhygienic 
birth practices, such as cutting the umbilical cord with 
a rusty or dirty knife, occur. At least 70% of the young 
victims die. Th e highest instances of neonatal tetanus 
occur in India, Nigeria, and Pakistan.

A child defi cient in vitamin A is 25 times more likely 
to die of treatable diseases such as measles, malaria, and 
diarrhea. Vitamin A defi ciency can also lead to irrevers-
ible blindness. Vitamin A is crucial in developing resis-
tance to infection and in preventing anemia and night 
blindness, but poor families can rarely aff ord foods rich 
in this vitamin, such as meat, eggs, fruits, red palm oil, 
and green leafy vegetables. Many countries now fortify 
staple foods such as fl our and sugar with vitamin A and 
other important micronutrients. Many children in poor 
countries are now receiving high-dose vitamin A cap-
sules, which cost only a few cents per year.

Iodine defi ciency, which results from insuffi  cient 
iodized salt in the diet, is the world’s single greatest 
cause of preventable mental retardation. Iodine defi -
ciency can also produce stillbirth and miscarriage in 
women. During pregnancy, even mild iodine defi ciency 
can hamper learning ability. More than 40 million new-
borns are still unprotected from learning disabilities, 
impaired speech, and hearing development problems 
because of iodine defi ciency (Annan, 2001).

Yet there are some success stories. Smallpox has been 
eradicated, and the World Health Organization believes 
that polio is on the verge of being eradicated. However, 
those are the exceptions.
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In South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, about half of all women 
between the ages of 15 and 19 are or have been married. 
Thus, fertility rates are extremely high in these regions.
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are the sole caretakers of scores of younger children (UN 
Population Newsletter, June 2005).

Th e HIV epidemic is also growing in the Russian 
Federation and Eastern Europe. Previously, the disease 
was spread primarily through intravenous drug use, but 
now nearly 25% of new infections occur through sexual 
contact between heterosexuals. Th e disease is rapidly 
spreading from a select group to the wider population 
(UNAIDS, 2002).

In India, 2.5 to 3 million people are infected (UNAIDS, 
2007; AIDS Epidemic Update, 2008) In Latin America and 
the Caribbean, Haiti shows the highest prevalence of the 
disease. Intravenous drug use, as well as unsafe hetero-
sexual and homosexual sex, complicates the eradication 
of the disease. And although awareness of the epidemic 
is on the rise in the Caribbean, the region continues to 
accrue large numbers of new infections.

In the United States, African Americans comprise 
about 12% of the population but 50% of those with HIV/
AIDS. Black women in the United States are 23 times 
more likely to be infected than white women. AIDS is 
the leading cause of death among black women aged 25 
to 34 years old, and the second leading cause of death 
among black men aged 35 to 44 (Chase, 2008).

AIDS does not aff ect just the people with the disease; 
it also has a major impact on families. As life expectan-
cies fall, the social safety net provided by extended fami-
lies breaks down, health and education systems falter, 
and businesses and governments lose their most pro-
ductive staff .

Even though it appears that in the United States med-
ical science is fi nding ways to control the spread of the 
disease, for the rest of the world, the picture is not as 
optimistic. Th e vast majority of people living with HIV 
live in the developing world where access to the new 
antiretroviral drugs is diffi  cult or impossible.

Population Trends

Global stratifi cation is greatly infl uenced by popula-
tion growth. During the fi rst 2 million to 5 million 
years of human existence, the world population never 
exceeded 10 million people. Th e death rate was about 
as high as the birthrate, so there was no population 
growth. Population growth began around 8,000 BC, 
when humans began to farm and raise animals. In AD 
1650, an estimated 510 million people lived in the entire 
world. One hundred years later, there were 710 million, 
an increase of some 39%. By 1900, there were 1.6 billion. 
Only 100 years later, the world population had spiraled 
to 6.08 billion, with 131.4 million people added each year 
(Population Reference Bureau, 2000).

Population growth has continued throughout the 
past three decades despite the decline in fertility rates 
that began in many developing countries in the late 
1970s and, surprisingly enough, despite the toll taken by 
the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Although the rate of increase 

intervals between births are 80% more likely to die than 
children born at birth intervals of two to three years.

Th is information suggests that family planning pro-
grams that discourage early childbearing can substan-
tially reduce infant and child mortality by preventing 
births to high-risk mothers. When childbearing is spread 
out, the woman has more time and energy to devote to 
her own health and the care of her other children.

Maternal Education Children’s chances of surviving 
improve as their mother’s education increases. A moth-
er’s education aff ects her child’s health in a number of 
ways. Better-educated mothers know more about good 
diet and hygiene. Th ey are also more likely to use mater-
nal and child health services—specifi cally, prenatal care, 
delivery care, childhood immunization, and other thera-
pies (Cleland and Ginneken, 1988).

HIV/AIDS

Approximately 33 million people worldwide are infected 
with HIV, the virus that causes AIDS, and the disease has 
claimed 25 million lives since its identifi cation in 1981.

A growing gap is developing between infection with 
the human immunodefi ciency virus (HIV) in the devel-
oped world and in developing countries because, in 
North America, Western Europe, Australia, and New 
Zealand, antiretroviral drugs have reduced the speed at 
which HIV-infected people develop AIDS.

Around the world, the epidemic varies. East Asia 
and the Pacifi c Rim countries are still keeping the epi-
demic at bay. Infection rates are lower, but the numbers 
are still large. More than half the world’s population 
lives in the region, and even though the percentage 
of the population with HIV might be lower, the abso-
lute number of people is very large. “In China, where 
almost all cases of HIV/AIDS were previously trans-
mitted through intravenous drug use and unsafe blood 
practices, the epidemic is now spreading through het-
erosexual contact.”

Except for sub-Saharan Africa, the bulk of new infec-
tions have been spread through sex workers, intravenous 
drug use, and men who have sex with men (UNAIDS, 
AIDS Epidemic Update 2008).

Th e epidemic is moving the fastest in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Th e region has about 10% of the world’s popula-
tion but fully 67% of people living with HIV in the world. 
Sub-Saharan Africa is faced with a tri-fold challenge, 
“providing care for the growing population of people 
infected with HIV, bringing down the number of new 
infections through more eff ective prevention, and cop-
ing with the eff ect that 20 million deaths has had on the 
continent” (UNAIDS, 2008).

AIDS is shattering family structures. It is estimated 
that since the beginning of the epidemic, more than 15 
million children have lost one or both parents to AIDS. 
Increasingly, elderly grandparents and older children 
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by 2008, it had dropped to 1.2% (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2008). If this slowing trend continues, the world 
growth rate will be far smaller than previously predicted. 
Th is more hopeful pattern is contingent on the average 
family size being limited to two children. Th ere are still 
signifi cant diff erences in fertility in various parts of the 
world. (See Table 9-2.)

How many children a family has will aff ect that 
family’s lifestyle in both developed and undeveloped 
countries. Many factors determine the typical family 
size in a country. In this section, we will examine some 
of those factors to gain an insight into the variety of 
economic, social, and psychological issues that have to 
be addressed when trying to limit population growth. 
(See Table 9-3 a summary of some of the determinants 
of fertility.)

is slowing, in absolute terms, world population growth 
continues to be substantial. According to U.S. census 
bureau projections, world population will increase to 
a level of nearly 8 billion people by the end of the next 
quarter century and will reach 9.3 billion—a number 
almost half again as large as today’s total—by 2050. 
Ninety-nine percent of global natural increase—the dif-
ference between numbers of births and deaths—occurs 
in the developing world.

Right now, the world population is doubling about 
every 58 years. If it continues to expand this way, it 
will quadruple within 116 years—a situation in which 
widespread poverty and famine are possible. In recent 
years, however, a small but signifi cant slowing in the 
rate of world population growth has occurred. Between 
1965 and 1970, the annual rate of growth was 2.1%, but 

Nearly 30 years after the fi rst clinical evidence of 
acquired immunodefi ciency syndrome (AIDS) was 
reported, it continues to be one of the most devastat-
ing diseases humankind has ever faced. Of all peo-
ple living with HIV, 90% live in sub-Saharan Africa, 
Southeast Asia, or Latin America, and most of these 
people do not know they are infected. Sixty countries 
are greatly aff ected by the disease, and AIDS is now 
the leading cause of death in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Worldwide, 33 million people were infected with HIV 
at the end of 2007. On the brighter side, this number 

is approximately 6 million lower than UNAIDS had 
previously estimated. It appears that the new infec-
tion rate is stabilizing, although at a very high number. 
In many parts of the developing world, the majority 
of new infections occur in young adults, with young 
women especially vulnerable. About one-third of those 
women currently living with HIV/AIDS are aged 15 to 
24. Most of them do not know they carry the virus, and 
many more know nothing or too little about HIV to 
protect themselves against it. Figure 9-2 presents HIV/
AIDS statistics for some regions of the world.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

HIV/AIDS, Worldwide Facts
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FIGURE 9-2 People Infected with HIV in Various World Regions
Source: UNAIDS, “2008 Report on the Global AIDS Epidemic,” HIV and AIDS estimates and data, 2007 and 2001, http://www.unaids.org/en/Knowl-
edgeCentre/HIVData/GlobalReport/2008/2008_Global report.asp, accessed May 18, 2009.

http://www.unaids.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/HIVData/GlobalReport/2008/2008_Globalreport.asp
http://www.unaids.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/HIVData/GlobalReport/2008/2008_Globalreport.asp
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women between ages 15 and 19 are or have been mar-
ried (see Figure 9-3). In areas of western and eastern 
Africa and South Asia, many marriages take place even 
before puberty.

To limit fertility, some countries have tried to estab-
lish a minimum age for marriage. In India, 65% of girls are 
married by the time they are 18. To address the problem, in 
2006, India passed a law banning child marriage. In 1980, 
China raised the legal minimum marriage ages to 20 for 
women and 22 for men; it is one of the few countries that 
have been successful in raising the average age of mar-
riage. When Chinese youth were asked what would be the 
ideal age for their own marriage, the responses averaged 
24.3 years for women and 25.4 for men (Yu, 1995).

Death rates exceed birthrates in certain more-devel-
oped countries. As the growth rate in the world’s more 
affl  uent nations comes to an end, all of the net annual 
gain in global population will, in eff ect, come from the 
world’s developing countries. Th e issue is underscored 
by the increasing speed with which the world’s popula-
tion is multiplying.

Breast-Feeding Breast-feeding delays the resumption 
of menstruation and therefore off ers limited protec-
tion against conception. In developing countries, it is 
much safer for infants to be breast-fed during the fi rst 
six months of life than to be bottle-fed. Bottle-fed babies 
are more likely to experience respiratory infections or 
diarrhea than are breast-fed babies. Th ese risks have 
produced an outcry against certain large companies 
that produce powdered milk and that have been trying 
to encourage bottle-feeding in less-developed countries. 
Bottle-feeding has been introduced into developing 
countries by hospitals that are trying to follow Western 
practices as well as by commercial concerns that aggres-
sively promote breast-milk substitutes. Th e World 
Health Organization and UNICEF have tried to combat 
this trend with limited success.

In Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal, and most of sub-Sa-
haran Africa, where very few women use contraception, 

Child Marriage and Early Marriage Child marriage 
began as a way to protect unwelcome sexual advances 
and to gain economic security. Th at purpose is no lon-
ger being served, and child marriage often means the 
girl will have a life of sexual and economic servitude. Th e 
second-class status of women is both the cause and the 
result of child marriage.

A young bride is expected to have a child quickly after 
marriage. Her worth as a wife and daughter is deter-
mined by the early birth. In addition to the health risks 
of child marriage, it also means there will be little or no 
formal education for the girls.

Early marriage provides more years for conception 
to occur. It also decreases the parents’ years of school-
ing and limits their employment opportunities. In South 
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, nearly a quarter of all 

TABLE 9-3 Factors Involved in Fertility Decisions

Number of Children

1. Women’s average age at fi rst marriage

2. Breast-feeding

3. Infant mortality

Demand for Children

1. Gender preferences

2. Value of children

  a. Children as insurance against divorce

  b. Children as securers of women’s position in family

  c. Children’s value for economic gain

  d. Children’s value for old-age support

3. Cost of children

Fertility Control

1. Use of contraception

2. Factors infl uencing fertility decisions

  a. Income level

  b. Education of women

  c. Urban or rural residence
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FIGURE 9-3 Percentage of Women Married before Age 18
Source: © United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), “Child Marriage and the Law,” New York, January, 2008.
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breast-feeding is one of the few controls on fertility 
rates. In the United States, breast-feeding was relatively 
unpopular until the late 1960s. As the advantages of 
breast-feeding became known, however, better-edu-
cated women began to use it more. Today, college-edu-
cated women are the most likely to start breast-feeding 
and continue it for the longest periods.

Infant and Child Mortality High infant mortality pro-
motes high fertility. Parents who expect some of their 
children to die might give birth to more babies than they 
really want as a way of ensuring a family of a certain 
size. Th is sets in motion a pattern of many children born 
close together, weakening both the mother and babies 
and producing more infant mortality.

In the short term, the prevention of ten infant deaths 
can produce only one to fi ve fewer births. Initially, 
lower infant and child mortality will lead to somewhat 
larger families and faster rates of population growth. 
However, the long-term eff ects are most important. 
With improved chances of survival, parents devote 
greater attention to their children and are willing to 
spend more on their children’s health and education. 
Eventually, lower mortality rates help parents achieve 
the desired family size with fewer births and lead them 
to want a smaller family.

Education and child health go hand in hand. Infant 
mortality rate drop as the mother’s education level goes 
up. Th e mother’s education also has an eff ect on a child’s 
health and nutrition. Children whose mothers complete 
secondary education are much less likely to be under-
weight for their age than those whose mothers have 
less education. (See Table 9-4 for the countries with the 
Highest and Lowest Lifetime Births per Woman.)

Gender Preferences Th e eff ect of gender preference on 
fertility is actually more complicated than might appear 
at fi rst glance. In most countries, there is a strong pref-
erence for male children. Logically, this does not make 
much sense. In most underdeveloped countries, daugh-
ters typically help their mothers with household chores. 
One would think this would increase their worth to the 

family. Clearly, there must be countervailing factors to 
reduce the desire for daughters.

Th ree sets of factors infl uence the desire for male 
children. Th ey include

(1) economic factors—the value assigned to women’s 
work and the ability to contribute to family income;

(2) social factors—kinship, marriage patterns, and 
religion;

(3) psychological factors—infl uences on parents’ 
decisions about size and composition of the family 
(Hudson and den Boer, 2004).

Th e preference for sons, however, might not be all 
that important in countries with high fertility rates. In 
countries with declining fertility rates, the preference 
for sons might cause the fertility rate to plateau above 
replacement level because couples might continue to 
have children until they have the desired son.

Girls have a better survival rate than boys, and women 
normally live longer than men. Even with the natural 
compensation of more male than female births, this still 
means that most nations have more women than men.

In a number of developing countries however, there 
are far fewer women than men. Th is is not what would 
normally be expected and is often due to willful acts 
or discriminatory customs. One explanation would be 
lower survival rates for girls—either because of female 
infanticide or because girls receive less health care than 
boys. It also is related to the estimated half a million 
women who die each year of pregnancy and birth com-
plications. Unsafe abortions kill another 100,000 each 
year. Other factors include widow burnings, in which 
a woman is burned when her husband dies, and dowry 
deaths, in which family disputes over the dowry result 
in the woman being killed. Unfortunately, as appalling 
as these events sound, they occur regularly in some 
countries.

In some countries, fewer baby girls are born than 
would be expected. In China, 113 boys are born for every 
100 girls. Worldwide data show that on average about 
105 to 107 boys are born for every 100 girls, implying that 
many Chinese baby girls (about 1.7 million) are missing 

TABLE 9-4 Countries with the Highest and Lowest Fertility

Lifetime Births per Woman

Highest Lowest

Niger 7.75 Singapore 1.09

Mali 7.29 Taiwan 1.14

Uganda 6.77 Japan 1.21

Somalia 6.52 South Korea 1.21

Yemen 6.32 Czech Republic 1.24

Source: CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/
fi elds/2127.html, accessed May 15, 2009.

www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2127.html
www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2127.html
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sex from the fi rst. Similar values are prominent in relation 
to third, fourth, and fi fth children; emphasis is also given 
to the pleasure derived from watching children grow.

Th roughout most of the world economic consider-
ations emerge again After the fi fth child Parents speak 
of the sixth child or later children in terms of their assis-
tance around the house, contribution to the support of 
the household, and security during the parents’ old age. 
For fi rst to third children, the time taken away from 
work or other pursuits is the main drawback; for fourth 
and later children, the direct fi nancial burden is more 
signifi cant than the time costs.

Contraception Apart from the factors already men-
tioned, fertility rates eventually are tied to the increasing 
use of contraception. Contraception is partly a function 
of a couple’s wish to avoid or delay having children and 
partly related to costs. People have regulated family size 
for centuries through abortion, abstinence, and even 
infanticide. In many countries, the costs of preventing a 
birth, whether economic, social, or psychological, might 
be greater than the risk of having another child.

Use of contraception varies widely from 18% or fewer 
for married women in almost all of sub-Saharan Africa 
to between 70% and 80% for women in Europe, Asia, 
and the United States (Population Reference Bureau, 
2000).

Contraception is most eff ective when such pro-
grams are publicly subsidized. Not only do the programs 
address the economic costs of spreading contraception, 
but they also help communicate the idea that birth con-
trol is possible. Th ese programs also off er information 
about the private and social benefi ts of smaller families, 
which helps reduce the desired family size.

Th e support given to family-planning programs dif-
fers dramatically from country to country. At one end of 
the family-planning spectrum are the governments of 
India and China, which provide birth control informa-
tion and devices and actively support abortion. At the 
other end are predominantly Muslim countries, such as 
Bangladesh, or predominantly Roman Catholic coun-
tries whose populations follow the anti-birth-control 
and antiabortion teachings of the religion.

Worldwide, abortion is the most widely used form 
of birth control, and it is common even when it is ille-
gal. Th e demand for abortions is rising, and it has been 
estimated that, throughout the world, one in three preg-
nancies ends in abortion. Abortion is legal in the world’s 
three most populous countries (China, India, and the 
United States) as well as in Japan and all of Europe except 
Belgium and Ireland which have substantial restrictions. 
In Russia, where contraceptives are hard to fi nd, there 
are more abortions than births (Page, 2005).

Income Level It is a well-established fact that people 
with higher incomes want fewer children. Alternative 
uses of time such as earning money, developing or using 

annually (Hudson and den Boer, 2004). Th is does not 
mean that they are killed. Some are not reported to the 
authorities; others are adopted informally by friends or 
relatives. Figure 9-4 shows some of the countries with 
signifi cantly fewer baby girls born than expected.

Th e major reason for the missing girls seems to be 
technology. As early as 1979, China began manufactur-
ing ultrasound scanners. Th e scanners are meant to 
help doctors check whether fetuses are developing nor-
mally, but they can also be used to determine whether a 
fetus is male or female. Combination ultrasound/abor-
tion clinics are common in China, South Korea, India, 
and Afghanistan. (See “Global Sociology: Where Are the 
Baby Girls?”)

We would be wrong to assume that a strong prefer-
ence for a son is limited just to less-developed countries. 
A recent Gallup poll showed that the American prefer-
ence for male children is also quite strong. “Forty-two 
percent of Americans say they would prefer a boy if they 
could have only one child, while 27 percent said they 
would prefer a girl. One-quarter of Americans said it 
would not matter to them either way. Younger people 
between 18 and 29 are actually more likely to prefer a 
boy than those 65 and older” (Gallup, December 2000).

Benefi ts and Costs of Children In underdeveloped 
countries, the benefi ts for an individual family of hav-
ing children have generally been greater than the costs. 
However, those costs and benefi ts change with the sec-
ond, third, fourth, and fi fth children.

For a rural sample in the Philippines, three-quarters 
of the costs involved in rearing a third child come from 
buying goods and services; the other quarter comes from 
costs in time (or lost wages). Receipts from child earn-
ings, work at home, and old-age support off set about half 
of the total. By contrast, in the United States, almost half 
the costs of a third child are time costs. Receipts from 
the child’s work off set only a tiny fraction of all costs.

Only economic costs and benefi ts are taken into 
account in these calculations. To investigate social and 
psychological costs, other researchers have examined 
how individuals perceive children. Economic contribu-
tions from children are clearly more important in the 
Philippines, where fertility is higher than in the United 
States. Concern with the restrictions children impose 
on parents is clearly greatest in the United States. Th e 
value of children changes with family growth and the 
economic development of the country. In the United 
States, the fi rst child is important to cement the mar-
riage and bring the spouses closer together as well as to 
have someone to carry on the family name if it is a boy. 
Th inking of the fi rst child, couples also stress the desire 
to have someone to love and care for and the child’s 
bringing play and fun into their lives.

In considering a second child, parents emphasize more 
the desire for a companion for the fi rst child. Th ey also 
place weight on the desire to have a child of the opposite 
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skills, and pursuing leisure activities become more 
attractive, particularly to women. Th e children’s eco-
nomic contributions become less important to the fam-
ily welfare because the family no longer needs to think 
of children as a form of social security for old age. It is 
not the higher income itself but, rather, the life change it 
brings about that lowers fertility.

Th is relationship between income and fertility holds 
true only for those with an income above a certain 
minimum level. If people are extremely poor, increases 
in income will actually increase fertility. In the poorest 
countries in Africa and Asia, families are often below 
this threshold. Above the threshold, though, the great-
est fertility reduction with rising income occurs among 
low-income groups.

Education of Women In nearly all societies, the 
amount of education a woman receives aff ects the 
number of children she has. Fertility levels are usually 

the lowest among the most highly educated women 
within a country.

Despite this information, only about half of girls in 
the least-developed countries stay in school past fourth 
grade. In many African nations and Asian nations, school 
enrollment for girls is less than 80% that for boys. Two-
thirds of the world’s illiterate people are women (United 
Nations, March–May 2002) (see Figure 9-5).

Studies also show that women’s level of education 
aff ects fertility more than does that of men. Th ere are a 
number of reasons for this. In most instances, children 
have a greater eff ect on the lives of women, in terms of 
time and energy, than they do on the lives of men. Th e 
more educated a woman is, the more opportunities she 
might encounter that confl ict with having children. 
Education also appears to delay marriage, which in itself 
lowers fertility.

Women with seven or more years of education 
marry at least 3.5 years later than do women with no 

In many countries throughout the world, fewer baby 
girls are being born than expected.

Th e issue seems to be very common throughout 
China and India. Ultrasound technology was intro-
duced in these countries in 1986 and, since then, it 
has become easy to fi nd out the sex of the child before 
birth and have an abortion if it is a daughter.

In China, there are 32 million more boys than girls 
under the age of twenty. In the 1970s, the Chinese gov-
ernment instituted a strict one-child-per-family policy 
to prevent rapid population growth. At the same time, 

there is a long-standing Chinese preference for a male 
heir. In some parts of China, a second child is permitted 
if the fi rst is a girl or if there is an unspecifi ed hardship.

In a patriarchal society such as China, a daughter’s 
responsibility to care for her parents lasts only until 
she is married. At that point, she becomes part of her 
husband’s family and tends to her in-laws. A son, on the 
other hand, must care for his parents for life. Without a 
government-sponsored social security system, parents 
worry about who will support them in old age.

India is another patriarchal society that has seen 
a reduction in baby girls being born. A girl’s parents 
must pay a large dowry when she is married, which 
has the potential to bankrupt many poor families. 
Consequently, the pressure is great to have a male 
child. Gender-based abortions have been illegal since 
1994 but continue to occur, leading to 10 million fewer 
girls being born over the past two decades.

Sources: Sharon LaFraniere, “Chinese Bias for Baby Boys 
Creates a Gap of 32 Million,” New York Times, April 11, 2009, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/11/world/asia/11china.
html?ref=global-home&pagewanted=print, accessed. 
Associated Press, “India Tries to Stop Sex-Selective Abor-
tions,” New York Times, July 15, 2007, http://www.nytimes.
com/2007/07/15/world/asia/15india.html, accessed. CIA, 
Th e 2008 World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/fi elds/2018.html, accessed 
May 20, 2009.
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Where Are the Baby Girls?

G

W

FIGURE 9-4 Countries with Fewer Female 
Babies Than Expected (Male Babies per 100 
Female Babies)
Source: CIA World Factbook, 2008, https://www.cia.gov/library/publi-
cations/the-world-factbook/fi elds/2018.html, accessed.
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because children are regarded as contributing workers. 
Urban fertility tends to be lower in developing countries 
than rural fertility. Urban dwellers usually have access 
to better education and health services, a wider range 
of jobs, and more avenues for self-improvement and 
social mobility than do their rural counterparts. Th ey 
are exposed to new consumer goods and are encour-
aged to delay or limit childbearing to increase their 
incomes. Th ey also face higher costs in raising children. 
As a result, urban fertility rates are usually one to two 
children lower than rural fertility rates.

Th e urban woman marries, on the average, at least 1.5 
years later than the rural woman does. She is more likely 
to accept the view that fertility should be controlled, 
and the means for doing so are more likely to be at her 
disposal.

Global Aging Population aging is having major con-
sequences and implications in all areas of day-to-day 
human life, and it will continue to do so. Global aging 
will aff ect economic growth, savings, investment and 
consumption, labor markets, pensions, taxation, and the 
transfers of wealth, property, and care from one genera-
tion to another. Th e numerical and proportional growth 
of older populations around the world is indicative of 
major achievements—decreased fertility rates, reduc-
tions in infant and maternal mortality, reductions in 
infectious and parasitic diseases, and improvements in 
nutrition and education—that have occurred, although 
unevenly, on a global scale.

Th e rapidly expanding numbers of older people rep-
resent a social phenomenon without historical prec-
edent. Worldwide, the number of persons aged 60 years 
or older will increase dramatically to nearly 1.9 billion 
by 2050. At that time, the number of people older than 
65 in the world will exceed the number of young for the 
fi rst time in the history of humankind (United Nations, 
April 2002).

In most countries, the elderly population is growing 
faster than the population as a whole. Almost half of the 
world’s elderly live in China, India, the United States, and 
the countries of the former Soviet Union. China alone is 
home to more than 20% of the global total.

Th e oldest old (85 and older) are the fastest growing 
segment of the population in many countries worldwide. 
Unlike the elderly as a whole, the oldest old today are 
more likely to live in developed than developing coun-
tries, although this trend, too, is changing.

For the time being, population aging has been a major 
issue mainly in the industrialized nations of Europe, 
Asia, and North America. For many of these countries, 
15% or more of the entire population is 60 and older. 
Th ose nations have experienced intense public debate 
over elder-related issues such as how money will be 
found to pay for social security and health-care costs 
(see Figure 9-6).
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In most countries, the elderly population is growing faster than 
the population as a whole. This phenomenon represents a 
social development without historical precedent.
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education. Educated women are also more likely to 
know about and adopt birth-control methods. Every 
additional year of schooling lowers desired family size 
by more than 0.1 children.

Urban or Rural Residence Rural lifestyles that involve 
farming and herding tend to produce high birthrates 
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Th e world population was 6.79 billion in mid-2009, • 
has doubled since 1960, and is projected to grow by 
almost half, to 9.3 billion, by 2050.

Th e world’s richest countries, with 20% of the global • 
population, account for 86% of private consumption; 
the poorest 20% account for just 1.3%.

Health advances in some countries have reached • 
the point at which it appears that the population is 
approaching the upper limit of average life expec-
tancy. Th at is not true for less-developed countries.

More than 300 million people live in twenty-four • 
countries where life expectancy is less than 50 years. 
In those countries, one of ten newborns dies by age 
1, and 3 million a year do not survive for one week.

Currently, 80% of the world’s population does not • 
have access to any health care. Malnutrition and 
parasitic and infectious diseases are the principal 
causes of death and disability in the poorer nations.

When we look at infant and child health from a • 
global perspective, we fi nd that death among chil-
dren is overwhelmingly a problem of the developing 
countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Th ose 
countries account for 98% of the world’s deaths 
among children younger than fi ve years of age. 
Ninety-fi ve percent of these deaths are preventable.

A growing gap is developing between infection with • 
the human immunodefi ciency virus (HIV) in the 
developed world and in developing countries. One of 
the greatest causes for concern is that over the next 

SUMMARY ■

Social stratifi cation can happen in two ways:• 
People can be assigned to societal roles, using as • 
a basis for the assignment an ascribed status—an 
easily identifi able characteristic such as gender, age, 
family name, or skin color—over which they have 
no control. Th is will produce the caste and estate 
systems of stratifi cation.

People’s positions in the social hierarchy can be • 
based to some degree on achieved statuses gained 
through their individual, direct eff orts. Th is is known 
as the class system.

Modernization theory assumes that the economic • 
diff erences among countries are due to technologi-
cal and cultural diff erences. According to this theory, 
modernization depends on a country having a 
cultural environment that welcomes innovation and 
makes it possible for technological advancements to 
be incorporated into that society.

Strong ties to religious or historical traditions are • 
seen as the greatest barriers to modernization.

Economic impoverishment occurs when people are • 
discouraged from adopting technologies that would 
raise living standards and modernization.

Dependency theory proposes that the economic • 
positions of rich and poor nations are linked and 
cannot be understood in isolation from each other. 
Dependency and global inequality is due to the 
exploitation of poor societies by the rich ones.

FIGURE 9-6 World Population 65 and Older, 2008 and 2025
Source: 2008 Population Reference Bureau, 2008 World Population Data Sheet; United Nations, Division of the Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision.
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few years, the epidemic is bound to get worse. Sub-
Saharan Africa faces the triple challenge of providing 
care for the growing population of people infected 
with HIV, bringing down the number of new infec-
tions through more eff ective prevention, and coping 
with the eff ect that millions of deaths have had on 
the continent. AIDS is systematically reducing life 
expectancy in the countries where the disease is 
most common.

Population growth has continued throughout the • 
past three decades despite the decline in fertility 
rates that began in many developing countries in the 
late 1970s and, in some countries, despite the toll 
taken by the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

Ninety-nine percent of global natural increase—• 
the diff erence between numbers of births and 
deaths—occurs in the developing world. Th e U.S. 
census bureau’s projections indicate that early in this 
century, death rates will exceed birthrates for the 
world’s more-developed countries. As the growth rate 
in the world’s more affl  uent nations becomes negative, 
all of the net annual gain in global population will, in 
eff ect, come from the world’s developing countries.

Factors that determine the typical family size in a • 
country include:

Average age of marriage.• 
Breast-feeding.• 

Infant and child mortality.• 
Gender preferences.• 
Benefi ts and costs of children.• 
Availability and use of contraception.• 
Income level, education, and urban or rural resi-• 
dence of women.

Population aging is exerting major consequences and • 
implications in all areas of day-to-day human life, and 
it will continue to do so. Global aging will aff ect eco-
nomic growth, savings, investment, and consumption. 
By 2050, the number of people older than sixty-fi ve in 
the world will exceed the number of young.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER NINE STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Caste system e. Class system i. HIV
 b. Varna f. Global stratifi cation j. Acute respiratory illness
 c. Estate system g. Modernization theory
 d. Social class h. Dependency theory

     1. The virus that causes AIDS
     2. A closed system of social stratifi cation in which a person’s social position is defi ned by law, and 

membership is established mainly by inheritance
     3. A category of people who share similar opportunities and similar economic and vocational 

 positions, lifestyles, attitudes, and behaviors
     4. An explanation of global economic differences that emphasizes that the economic positions of 

the rich and poor nations are linked and cannot be understood apart from each other
     5. The Hindu caste system based on the parts of the Hindu god Purusa
     6. An explanation of the economic differences among countries that maintains that these differ-

ences result from technological and cultural differences
     7. The most rigid form of social stratifi cation based on ascribed characteristics
     8. One of the most prevalent child killers in developing nations
     9. The degree of difference in standard of living among the countries of the world
     10. Social hierarchy with greater mobility and based largely on occupation and achieved status

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Briefl y describe the degree of inequality among the world’s nations. Give three statistics that you think 
convey the extent of this inequality.

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

2. Describe the importance, distribution, and impact of HIV/AIDS.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Identify at least three diseases or types of diseases that are important in global stratifi cation. Give 
estimates of their impact on children in poor countries and the cost to reduce the toll of each disease 
signifi cantly.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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4. List and explain two costs and two benefi ts of having children for people in underdeveloped countries.

Costs: _______________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________    

Benefi ts: _____________________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Briefl y explain how maternal age, maternal health, and maternal education are related to infant and child 
mortality.

Maternal age: ________________________________________________________________________________    

Maternal health: ______________________________________________________________________________    

Maternal education: ___________________________________________________________________________    

6. Briefl y defi ne the modernization theory of global stratifi cation. _____________________________________

7. What are three factors that help account for developing countries having far fewer girls than boys?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

8. What are two outcomes of educating women that affect a country’s fertility rate?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________    

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Consider the health factors that shorten the lives of children in developing countries and then contrast 
these factors with those factors that reduce the life expectancy among adults in the same countries.

2. Compare and contrast how gender preferences infl uence the ratio of boys to girls in Bangladesh and 
China. What factors affect the preference of girls or boys in each of these countries?

Internet Activities ●

Gapminder (http://www.gapminder.org/) allows you to construct scatterplot-type charts with the countries 
of the world plotted on two variables (for example, average income and life expectancy). Press Play, and 
Gapminder shows the positions of the countries changing over the past 200 years.

The Atlas of Global Inequality (http://ucatlas.ucsc.edu/) at the University of California at Santa Cruz has a 
wealth of maps, charts, graphs, and information on several aspects of global inequality: income, develop-
ment, trade, and foreign investment; health; gender issues, and so on.

The term globalization refers to increasing connectedness of all nations of the world, rich and poor. The 
Global Policy Forum (http://www.globalpolicy.org/globaliz/charts/) http://www.globalpolicy.org/globaliza-
tion.html has graphs and articles on globalization trends in culture, economy, politics, and so on.

http://www.gapminder.org/
http://ucatlas.ucsc.edu/
http://www.globalpolicy.org/globaliz/charts/
http://www.globalpolicy.org/globalization.html
http://www.globalpolicy.org/globalization.html
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The World Bank has information on poverty and other economic indicators on countries around the world. 
Their website (http://web.worldbank.org/poverty) has information policies regarding poverty.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. i; 2. c; 3. d; 4. h; 5. b; 6. g; 7. a; 8. j; 9. f; 10. e

http://web.worldbank.org/poverty
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Th e Malones could have supported their claim to 
be black (1) by visual observation of their features; 
(2) by appropriate documentary evidence such as birth 
certifi cates, especially of black ancestry; or (3) by evi-
dence that they or their families hold themselves to be 
black and are considered to be black in the community 
(Hernandez, 1988, 1989). Th e brothers went on to work 
for Massachusetts Transportation Authority.

If you believe the Malones misrepresented their race, 
what would your view be of Walter White, who was head 
of the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) from 1931 to 1955? Although he 
thought of himself as a black man, it has been estimated 
that he had no more than one sixty-fourth African-
American ancestry, considerably less than that of the 
Malones. Both his parents would have been considered 
white by most observers. White would often go under-
cover and pass for white while investigating lynchings in 
the South for the NAACP. In 1923, he even deceived a Ku 
Klux Klan recruiter into inviting him to Atlanta to advise 
him on recruitment (Kilker, 1993).

Or what are we to make of Mark Linton Stebbins’s 
claim of being black? In a close contest for a seat on 
the Stockton, California, city council, Ralph Lee White, 
an African American, lost his spot on the council to 
Stebbins, a pale-skinned, blue-eyed man with kinky 
reddish-brown hair. White claimed that Stebbins would 
not represent the minority district because he was white. 
Stebbins claimed that he was African American. Birth 
records showed that Stebbins’ parents and grandpar-
ents were white. He has fi ve sisters and one brother, all 
of whom are white. Yet, when asked to declare his race 
he noted: “First, I’m a human being, but I’m black.”

Stebbins did not deny that he was raised as a white 
person. He began to consider himself black only after 
he moved to Stockton. “As far as a birth certifi cate goes, 
then I’m white; but I am black,” he maintains. “Th ere is 
no question about that.”

Stebbins belongs to an African-American Baptist 
church and to the NAACP. Most of his friends are African 
American. He has been married three times, fi rst to 
a white woman, and then to two African-American 
women. He has three children from the fi rst two mar-
riages; two from his white wife are being reared as whites, 
the third from his black wife as African American. He 
states he considers himself black—“culturally, socially, 
genetically.”

Ralph Lee White remained unconvinced, especially 
with his former council seat having gone to Stebbins. 
“Now, his mama’s white and his daddy’s white,” White 
says, “so how can he be black? If the mama’s an elephant 
and the daddy’s an elephant, the baby can’t be a lion. 
He’s just a white boy with a permanent.”

Stebbins believes the issue of race is tied to identi-
fying with a community in terms of beliefs, aspirations, 
and concerns. He asserts that a person’s racial identity 
depends on much more than birth records.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Describe the genetic, legal, and social approaches to  ◗

defi ning race.

Explain the concept of ethnic group. ◗

Know how the sociological concept of minority is  ◗

used.

Understand the relationship between prejudice and  ◗

discrimination.

Recognize the effect of institutionalized prejudice and  ◗

discrimination.

Discuss the history of immigration to the United  ◗

States.

Describe the characteristics of the major racial and  ◗

ethnic groups in the United States.

Paul and Philip Malone, fair-haired and light-
skinned identical twin brothers, had always dreamed of 
becoming fi refi ghters in the Boston Fire Department. 
Th e only problem was that the brothers received scores 
of 69 and 57, respectively, on the written portion of the 
entry test, when the passing grade was 82. At the time, 
Boston was under pressure to increase its minority pop-
ulation within the fi re department and had separate, 
and lower, passing grades for nonwhites.

Paul and Philip were aware that they had a great-
grandmother who was African American. Th e Malones 
had not given the issue of race much thought during 
their original application. Th ey decided to apply again, 
only this time as African Americans. Th ey retook the 
test, and this time their scores were considered passing 
because of the lower passing grades for minority appli-
cants. Th e Malones were hired and were listed in the 
records as African American.

Once they were on the job, the issue of race appeared 
to be relatively unimportant. Th e Malones did their jobs 
well for ten years and then decided to take the civil service 
examinations for lieutenants. Th ey scored exceptionally 
high, and their names were forwarded to the fi re commis-
sioner for promotion. As their applications were being 
reviewed, questions arose about their race because they 
did not look African American. Th ey continued to insist 
that their claim to being African American was legitimate 
and produced photos of their great-grandmother.

Th eir protests were to no avail, however, and they 
were fi red for misrepresenting their race on the original 
application. Th ey appealed the decision in the courts, 
but eventually the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial 
Court ruled against them (Ford, 2003).
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Mark Stebbins seems to think so. In this chapter, we 
will explore these and other issues related to race and 
ethnicity as we try to understand how people come to be 
identifi ed with certain groups and what that member-
ship means.

THE CONCEPT OF RACE ●

Although the origin of the word is not known, the term 
race has been a highly controversial concept for a long 
time. Many authorities suspect that it is of Semitic ori-
gin, coming from a word that some translations of the 
Bible render as “race,” as in the “race of Abraham,” but 
that is otherwise translated as “seed” or “generation.” 
Other scholars trace the origin to the Czech word raz, 
meaning “artery” or “blood”; others to the Latin generatio 
or the Basque arraca or arraze, referring to a male stud 
animal. Some trace it to the Spanish ras, itself of Arabic 
derivation, meaning “head” or “origin.” In all these pos-
sible sources, the word has a biological signifi cance that 
implies descent, blood, or relationship.

We shall use the term race to refer to a category of 

people who are defi ned as similar because of a number of 

physical characteristics. Often the category is based on 
an arbitrary set of features chosen to suit the labeler’s 
purposes and convenience. As long ago as 1781, German 
physiologist Johann Blumenbach realized that racial 
categories did not refl ect the actual divisions among 
human groups. As he put it, “When the matter is thor-
oughly considered, you see that all [human groups] do 
so run into one another, and that one variety of mankind 
does so sensibly pass into the other, that you cannot 
mark out the limits between them” (Montagu, 1964a). 
Blumenbach believed that racial diff erences were super-
fi cial and changeable, and modern scientifi c evidence 
seems to support this view. Th roughout history, races 
have been defi ned along genetic, legal, and social lines, 
each presenting its own set of problems.

Genetic Defi nitions

Geneticists defi ne race by noting diff erences in gene fre-
quencies among selected groups. Th e number of distinct 
races that can be defi ned by this method depends on the 
particular genetic trait under investigation. Diff erences 
in traits, such as hair and nose type, have proved to be of 
no value in making biological classifi cations of human 
beings.

In fact, the physiological and mental similarities 
among groups of people appear to be far greater than 
any superfi cial diff erences in skin color and physical 
characteristics.

Also, the various so-called racial criteria appear to 
be independent of one another. For example, any form 
of hair can occur with any skin color; a narrow nose 
gives no clue to an individual’s skin pigmentation or hair 

Linda Fay McCord would agree with Stebbins’s view. 
McCord was adopted in the 1950s by a black couple. She 
grew up thinking she was black like her parents. When 
other children would make fun of her for being so white, 
she would insist she was black.

Th en one day in 1998, a stranger called her on the phone 
claiming to be her aunt. Linda Fay was puzzled because 
the caller sounded white. After a few questions, the caller 
confi rmed she was white but also noted, “So are you.”

Linda Fay continued to be skeptical so the aunt sent 
a copy of Linda Fay’s birth certifi cate which stated that 
she was born in Toast, North Carolina, on November 18, 
1946. Th e birth certifi cate also clearly noted that her 
race was “white.”

“I don’t even know who I am,” McCord now says. “I’m 
caught in the middle of something. My mind says I’m 
black. Th en I look at my skin, and it says I’m white. I’ve 
come to the conclusion that color is just a state of mind” 
(Leland, 2002).

Th ese four examples, which on one hand might seem 
lighthearted, are at the same time related to some very 
serious issues. Th roughout history, people have gone to 
great lengths to determine what race a person belonged 
to. In many states in the United States, laws were devised 
to determine a person’s race if, like the Malones, that 
person had mixed racial ancestry. Usually, these laws 
existed for the purpose of discriminating against certain 
minority groups. Our examples also raise the question of 
whether one can change one’s race from white to black 
even if one has no black ancestors.

Throughout history, races have been defi ned along genetic, 
legal, and social lines, each presenting its own set of problems.
The U.S. Census Bureau relies on a self-defi nition of race.
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intended to eliminate racial classifi cations by gossip 
and inference. In 1982, Susie Guillory Phipps obtained a 
copy of her birth certifi cate so that she could apply for a 
passport. She was surprised to see that her birth certifi -
cate classifi ed her as black. Phipps, who at the time was 
forty-nine, had lived her entire life as a white person. 
She requested that her race be noted as white. Th e state 
objected and produced an eleven-generation family tree 
with ancestors Phipps knew nothing about, including an 
early eighteenth-century black slave and a white planta-
tion owner. Phipps responded, “My children are white. 
My grandchildren are white. Mother and Daddy were 
buried white.” Louisiana was not convinced and calcu-
lated that she was three-thirty-seconds black, more than 
enough to make her black under state law (Cose, 1997; 
Nelson and Pang, 2006).

Social Defi nitions

Th e social defi nition of race, which is the decisive one in 
most interactions, pays little attention to an individual’s 
hereditary physical features or to whether his or her 
percentage of “Negro blood” is one-fourth, one-eighth, 
or one-sixteenth. According to social defi nitions of race, 
if a person presents himself or herself as a member of 
a certain race and others respond to that person as a 
member of that race, then it makes little sense to say 
that he or she is not a member of that race.

In Latin-American countries, having African ances-
try or African features does not automatically defi ne an 
individual as black. For example, in Brazil, many individ-
uals are listed in the census as white and are considered 
to be white by their friends and associates even if they 
had a grandparent who was of pure African descent. It 
is much the same in Puerto Rico, where anyone who is 
not obviously of African descent is classifi ed as either 
mulatto or white.

Th e U.S. census relies on a self-defi nition system 
of racial classifi cation and does not apply any biologi-
cal, legal, or genetic rules. Since the 2000 census the 
bureau recognized that race may also include national 
or sociocultural groups. People were also free to report 
more than one race. People could declare themselves 
as members of any one or more of fi ve racial catego-
ries: American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian, African 
American, Native Hawaiian/Pacifi c Islander, or white. 
Th ose listing themselves as white and a member of a 
minority were counted as a minority. (See Table 10-1 for 
a listing of the various racial and ethnicity categories the 
census bureau has used over the years.)

Multiracial Ancestry Th e new census policy allowing 
people to choose more than one racial category has 
ignited debate among various interest groups. Parents 
of mixed-race children liked the change because they no 
longer needed to pick one race for their off spring. Others 
were concerned that the new rules would decrease the 

texture. Th us, Australian aborigines have dark skins, 
broad noses, and an abundance of curly-to-wavy hair; 
Asiatic Indians also have dark skins but have narrow 
noses and straight hair. Likewise, if head form is selected 
as the major criterion for sorting, an equally diverse col-
lection of physical types will appear in each category 
thus defi ned. If people are sorted on the basis of skin 
color, therefore, all kinds of noses, hair, and head forms 
will appear in each category.

Legal Defi nitions

By and large, legal defi nitions of race have not been 
devised to determine who is black or of another race 
but, rather, who is not white. Th e laws were to be used 
in instances when separation and diff erent treatments 
were to be applied to members of certain groups. 
Segregation laws are an excellent example. If railroad 
conductors had to assign someone to either the black 
or white cars, they needed fairly precise guidelines for 
knowing whom to seat where. Most legal defi nitions 
of race were devices to prevent blacks from attending 
white schools, serving on juries, holding certain jobs, 
or patronizing certain public places. Th e offi  cial guide-
lines could then be applied to individual cases. Th e com-
mon assumption that “anyone not white was colored,” 
although imperfect, did minimize ambiguity.

Th ere has been, however, very little consistency 
among the various legal defi nitions of race that have 
been devised. Th e state of Missouri, for example, made 
“one-eighth or more Negro blood” the criterion for non-
white status. Georgia was even more rigid in its defi ni-
tion and noted

Th e term “white person” shall include only persons of 
the white or Caucasian race, who have no ascertainable 
trace of either Negro, African, West Indian, Asiatic Indian, 
Mongolian, Japanese, or Chinese blood in their veins. No 
person, any of whose ancestors [was] . . . a colored person 
or person of color, shall be deemed to be a white person.

Virginia had a similar law but made exceptions for 
individuals with one-fourth or more American Indian 
blood and less than one-sixteenth “Negro blood. Th ose 
Virginians were regarded as American Indians as 
long as they remained on an Indian reservation, but if 
they moved, they were regarded as blacks” (Berry and 
Tischler, 1978; Novit-Evans and Welch, 1983).

Most of these laws are artifacts of the segregation era. 
However, if people think that all vestiges of them have 
disappeared, they are wrong. As recently as September 
1982, a dispute arose over Louisiana’s law requiring any-
one of more than one-thirty-second African descent to 
be classifi ed as black.

Louisiana’s one-thirty-second law is actually of recent 
vintage, having come into being in 1971. Before this law, 
racial classifi cation in Louisiana depended on what 
was referred to as common repute. Th e 1971 law was 
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In Dion Boucicault’s play, Th e Octoroon (1859), a 
woman named Zoe who has one-eighth black ancestry 
is in love with George Payton and states:

Of the blood that feeds my heart, one drop in eight is 
black—bright red as the rest may be, that one drop 
poisons all the fl ood; those seven bright drops give me 
love like yours—hope like yours—ambition like yours—life 
hung with passions like dew-drops on the morning 
fl owers; but the one black drop gives me despair, for I’m an 
unclean thing—forbidden by the laws—I’m an Octoroon!

In June 1999, the Alabama Senate “voted to repeal 
the state’s constitutional prohibition against interracial 
marriage.” Even though the U.S. Supreme Court struck 
down prohibitions against interracial marriage 32 years 
earlier, in parts of rural Alabama, probate judges would 
still refuse to issue marriage licenses to interracial cou-
ples (Greenberg, 1999).

offi  cial numbers of those considered African-American 
or Native American and decrease their political clout 
(Holmes, 2000).

About 8 to 9 million people identify themselves as 
belonging to two or more races. Th e most common com-
bination was “white” and “some other race” (32%). Th is 
was followed by “white” and “American Indian/Alaska 
Native” (16%), “white” and “Asian” (13%), and “white” 
and “African American” (11%).

Interracial Marriage Attitudes toward interracial mar-
riage are telling indicators of the social distance between 
racial groups. Between the 1660s and the 1960s, doz-
ens of states enacted laws prohibiting interracial mar-
riage. Th ese laws did not just outlaw marriage between 
whites and blacks but also between whites and Native 
Americans or people of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and 
Filipino ancestry (Kennedy, 2003).

TABLE 10-1 Race/Ethnicity Categories in the Census, 1860–2000

Census 1860 1890* 1900 1970 2000

Race White White White White White

Black Black Black Negro or Black

Mulatto Mulatto (Negro Descent) Black African American

Quadroon or Negro

Octoroon

Chinese Chinese Chinese Chinese

Japanese Japanese Japanese Japanese

Indian Indian Indian (American) American Indian

or Alaska Native

Filipino Filipino

Hawaiian Native Hawaiian

Korean Korean

Asian Indian

Vietnamese

Guamanian or Chamorro

Samoan

Other Asian

Other Pacifi c Islander

Other Some Other Race

Hispanic Ethnicity Mexican Mexican

Mexican American

or Chicano

Puerto Rican Puerto Rican

Central/South

American

Cuban Cuban

Other Spanish Other Spanish/

Hispanic/Latino

(None of these) Not Spanish

Hispanic/Latino

*In 1890, mulatto was defi ned as a person who was three-eighths to fi ve-eighths black. A quadroon was one-quarter black and an octoroon one-eighth black.
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Th e most multiracial U.S. states have signifi cantly diff er-
ent racial combinations. In Hawaii, the most multiracial 
state, the most common combinations are Asian and 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacifi c Islander and white and 
Asian. In Oklahoma, two thirds of the multiracial popu-
lation is white and American Indian. In California, the 
most frequent combination is white and “some other 
race” (AmeriStat, November 2001). (See Table 10-2 for 
some facts about the multiracial population.)

THE CONCEPT OF ETHNIC GROUP ●

An ethnic group has a distinct cultural tradition that its 

own members identify with and that might or might not 

be recognized by others (Glazer and Moynihan, 1975). 
An ethnic group need not necessarily be a numerical 
minority within a nation (although the term sometimes 
is used that way).

Many ethnic groups form subcultures (see Chapter 3, 
“Culture”). Th ey usually possess a high degree of internal 
loyalty and adherence to basic customs, maintaining a 
similarity in family patterns, religion, and cultural val-
ues. Th ey often possess distinctive folkways and mores; 
customs of dress, art, and ornamentation; moral codes 
and value systems; and patterns of recreation. Th e whole 
group is usually devoted to something such as a mon-
arch, religion, language, or territory. Above all, members 
of the group have a strong feeling of association. Th e 
members are aware of a relationship because of a shared 
loyalty to a cultural tradition.

Th e folkways might change, the institutions might 
become radically altered, and the object of allegiance 
might shift from one trait to another, but loyalty to the 

Currently, 77% of Americans say they approve of mar-
riage between blacks and whites. Blacks are more likely 
than whites to approve of interracial marriage. In 1994, 
fewer than half of Americans approved. People over 50 
are less likely to approve of interracial marriage than 
younger people, but most still approve of it. (Gallup Poll, 
June 18, 2007.) Th e interesting paradox is that at the 
same time that people are becoming more tolerant of 
interracial marriage, they are increasingly likely to cel-
ebrate their racial and ethnic heritages.

About 5% of U.S. married couples include spouses of 
a diff erent race. Th is small percentage masks a remark-
able growth in the number of interracial marriages. 
Since 1970, the number of interracial married couples 
has increased from 300,000 to 2.274 million in 2006 (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Native Americans are more likely to marry a white 
person than another Native American. People of Asian 
ancestry are also likely to marry interracially. In about 
15% of married couples with an Asian-American mem-
ber, the other member is not Asian. Racial intermarriage 
is particularly high among native-born Asians, where 
the intermarried percentage reaches 40%.

As more Asian Americans marry interracially, future 
generations of Asian Americans might increasingly 
blend with other racial and ethnic groups, mirroring 
the experience of European ethnic groups in the United 
States over the past century.

Interestingly, the future size of the U.S. Asian popula-
tion depends in part on whether the children of these 
marriages identify themselves as Asians. If they do, the 
Asian-American population will increase faster than 
projected.

African Americans are much less likely to marry out-
side their race. About 9% of couples with a black spouse 
include a spouse of another race. Th e vast majority of 
these are black–white unions. In 2007, 4.6% of all married 
blacks were married to a white partner, and 0.4% of all 
whites were married to a black partner (Fryer Jr., 2007).

Whites are the least likely to marry outside of their 
race, with only about 3% of married couples including 
a white person married to a person of another race. 
Most of these whites are married to an Asian or Native 
American.

Interracial births are highest for Native Americans—
about one half of all Indian births are biracial. About 
20% of births to Asian women are biracial. Only about 
5% of births to white and black women are biracial.

Most people with one white and one black parent, 
when given the opportunity to label themselves, have 
historically chosen (or been forced to choose, as noted 
previously in this chapter) one parent’s racial identity, 
and that most often has been and continues to be black. 
Historically, one could not be white and have a black 
ancestor.

Regional variations can also indicate that diff erent 
multiracial identities exist in parts of the United States. 

TABLE 10-2 Facts about Racial Intermarriage

There are about 3 million racial intermarriages a year in 
the United States.

•  Racial intermarriages represent 5.4% of all married couples. 
This is up from 1% in 1970.

•  The most common types of intermarriages are between 
white men and Asian or multiple-race women.

•  Intermarriage between minority racial groups is much less 
likely.

•  The least common type of intermarriage is between whites 
and blacks.

•  People who intermarry are younger and better educated 
than average couples.

•  Three million children are growing up in interracial families. 
This is up from 900,000 in 1970.

•  Black men are much more likely to marry interracially than 
black women. Ten percent of black men have a non-black 
spouse.

•  More than 10% of the married couples in Hawaii, California, 
Oklahoma, Alaska, and Nevada are interracial.

Source: Sharon M. Lee and Barry Edmonston, “New Marriages, New Families: 
U.S. Racial and Hispanic Intermarriage,” Population Bulletin 60, no. 2 (2005). 
Washington, DC: Population Reference Bureau.
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aged, the handicapped, the radical right or left, and 
intellectuals can be thought of as minority groups. 
(See the box titled, “Our Diverse Society: How Many 
Minorities Are Th ere?”)

PROBLEMS IN RACE AND ETHNIC  ●
RELATIONS

All too often, when people with diff erent racial and eth-
nic identities come together, frictions develop among the 
groups. People’s suspicions and fears are often aroused 
by those whom they feel to be diff erent.

Prejudice

Th ere are many defi nitions of prejudice. People, partic-
ularly those with a strong sense of identity, often have 
feelings of prejudice toward others who are not like 
themselves. For example, in 1945, 56% of the American 
public said they opposed a law that would require 
employees to work alongside people of any race or color 
(Gallup Poll, 1972). In 1966, three in 10 Americans (31%) 
thought houses for sale in their neighborhood should 
not be open to people regardless of race or nationality 
(Gallup Poll, 1972).

Literally, prejudice means a prejudgment or an atti-
tude with an emotional bias (Wirth, 1944). However, 
this defi nition has a problem. All of us, through the 
process of socialization, acquire attitudes that might 
not be in response only to racial and ethnic groups but 
also to many things in our environment. We come to 
have attitudes toward cats, roses, blue eyes, choco-
late cheesecake, television programs, and even our-
selves. Th ese attitudes run the gamut from love to hate, 
from esteem to contempt, from loyalty to indiff erence. 
How have we developed these attitudes? Has it been 
through the scientifi c evaluation of information, or 
by other, less logical means? For our purposes, we will 
defi ne prejudice as an irrationally based negative, or 

occasionally positive, attitude toward certain groups and 

their members.

What is the cause of prejudice? Although pursuing 
this question is beyond the scope of this book, we can list 
some of the uses to which prejudice is put and the social 
functions it serves. First, a prejudice, simply because it 
is shared, helps draw together those who hold it. It pro-
motes a feeling of we-ness, of being part of an in-group, 
and it helps defi ne such group boundaries. Especially in 
a complex world, belonging to an in-group and conse-
quently feeling special or superior can be an important 
social identity for many people.

Second, when two or more groups are competing for 
access to scarce resources (jobs, for example), it is easier 
on the conscience if one can write off  his or her competi-
tors as somehow less than human or inherently unwor-
thy. Nations at war consistently characterize each other 

group and the consciousness of belonging remain as 
long as the group exists. Yet, despite the unique cultural 
features that set them apart as subcultures, many ethnic 
groups—for example, Arabs, French Canadians, Flemish, 
Scots, Jews, and Pennsylvania Dutch—are part of larger 
political parties.

THE CONCEPT OF MINORITY ●

Whenever race and ethnicity are discussed, it is usually 
assumed that the object of the discussion is a minority 
group. Technically, this is not always true, as we will see 
shortly. A minority is often thought of as being few in 
number. Th e concept of minority, rather than implying 
a small number, should be thought of as implying dif-
ferential treatment and exclusion from full social par-
ticipation by the dominant group in a society. In this 
sense, we will use Louis Wirth’s defi nition of a minority 
as a group of people who, because of physical or cultural 

characteristics, are singled out from others in society for 

diff erential and unequal treatment, and who therefore 

regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination 
(Linton, 1936).

In his defi nition, Wirth speaks of physical and cul-
tural characteristics and not of gender, age, disability, 
or undesirable behavioral patterns. Clearly, he is refer-
ring to racial and ethnic groups in his defi nition of 
minorities. Some people have suggested, however, that 
many other groups are in the same position as those 
more commonly thought of as minorities and endure 
the same sociological and psychological problems. In 
this light, women, gays and lesbians, adolescents, the 

Many ethnic groups form subcultures with a high degree of 
internal loyalty and adherence to basic customs.
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At the start of World War II, for example, blacks were not 
allowed in the Marine Corps; blacks could be admitted 
into the Navy only as mess stewards; and the Army had a 
10% quota on black enlistments.

Prejudice does not always result in discrimina-
tion. Although our attitudes and our overt behavior are 
closely related, they are neither identical nor dependent 
on each other. We might have feelings of antipathy with-
out expressing them overtly or even giving the slightest 
indication of their presence. Th is simple fact—namely, 
that attitudes and overt behavior vary independently—
has been applied by Robert K. Merton (1949/1969) to 
the classifi cation of racial prejudice and discrimination. 
Th ere are, he believes, the following four types of people.

Unprejudiced Nondiscriminators Th ese people are 
neither prejudiced against the members of other racial 
and ethnic groups nor do they practice discrimination. 
Th ey believe implicitly in the American ideals of justice, 
freedom, equality of opportunity, and dignity of the indi-
vidual. Merton recognizes that people of this type are 
properly motivated to spread the ideals and values of 
the creed and to fi ght against those forms of discrimi-
nation that make a mockery of them. At the same time, 
unprejudiced nondiscriminators have their shortcom-
ings. Th ey often believe their own spiritual house is in 
order, thus they do not feel pangs of guilt and see little 
need for any collective eff ort to change things.

negatively, using terms that seem to deprive the enemy 
of any humanity whatsoever.

Th ird, psychologists suggest that prejudice allows us to 
project onto others those parts of ourselves that we do not 
like and therefore try to avoid facing. For example, most 
of us feel stupid at one time or another. How comforting 
it is to know that we belong to a group that is inherently 
more intelligent than another group. Who does not feel 
lazy sometimes? But how good it is that we do not belong 
to that group—the one everybody knows is lazy.

Of course, prejudice also has many negative conse-
quences, or dysfunctions, to use the sociological term. 
For one thing, it limits our vision of the world around 
us, reducing social complexities and richness to a ster-
ile and empty caricature. Aside from this eff ect on us as 
individuals, prejudice also has negative consequences 
for the whole society.

Most notably, it is the necessary ingredient of dis-
crimination, a problem found in many societies, includ-
ing our own.

Discrimination

Prejudice is a subjective feeling, whereas discrimination 
is an overt action. Discrimination refers to diff erential 

treatment, usually unequal and injurious, accorded to indi-

viduals who are assumed to belong to a particular category 

or group. Discrimination against African Americans and 
other minorities has occurred throughout U.S. history. 

Louis Wirth, when he defi ned the term minority group, 
used it to refer to physical and cultural characteristics 
that cause a group to receive diff erent and unequal 
treatment. Wirth’s defi nition never referred to the 
minority group’s size, so that a minority group can be 
large or small in number. Since 1945, when Wirth fi rst 
used it, many groups have expanded the defi nition to 
claim that they too are minority groups.

Why would these groups want to do that? As soci-
ologists, we realize that labels matter. Th ey cause 
people to see themselves in a certain way and they 
cause others to defi ne the group in a certain way. A 
label can help develop a sense of pride and self accep-
tance. It can also open the way for legal benefi ts. For 
example, the federal government might create poli-
cies or develop programs for minorities.

People claiming to be part of a minority group 
have usually noted that their group also suff ers from 
oppression and discrimination. For example, many 
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believe that women have been systematically victim-
ized and disadvantaged as a group and deserve to be 
called a minority group. Others might point out that 
the group might have a unique culture and lifestyle 
that has ethnic group-like qualities that makes it wor-
thy of being treated as a minority group.

Being defi ned as a minority group implies that the 
members have been victims of discrimination and 
deserve certain rights. Th is realization can then be 
used for collective action and produce pride in the 
group’s lifestyle and culture.

During the past few decades, the term minority 

group, rather than being assigned to a group against 
their wishes, has been openly endorsed and embraced 
by such diverse groups as the disabled, gays and lesbi-
ans, and women as well as by many other groups.

Source: Mitch Berbrier, “Why Are Th ere So Many ‘Minori-
ties?’” Contexts 3, no. 1 (Winter 2004): 38–44.
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societal arrangements that restrict the life chances and 

choices of a specifi cally defi ned group in comparison with 

those of the dominant group. In this way, benefi ts are 
given to one group and withheld from another. Society 
is structured in such a way that people’s values and 
experiences are shaped by a prejudiced social order. 
Discrimination is seen as a by-product of a purposive 
attempt to maintain social, political, and economic 
advantage (Davis, 1979).

Some people argue that institutionalized prejudice 
and discrimination are responsible for the substandard 
education that many African Americans receive in the 
United States. Schools that are predominantly black 
tend to be inferior at every level to schools that are 
predominantly white. Th e facilities for blacks are usu-
ally of poorer quality than are those for whites. Many 
blacks also attend unaccredited black colleges, where 
the teachers are less likely to hold advanced degrees 
and are poorly paid. Th e poorer education that blacks 
receive is one of the reasons they generally are in lower 
occupational categories than whites are. In this way, 
institutionalized prejudice and discrimination combine 
to maintain blacks in a disadvantaged social and eco-
nomic position (Kozol, 1992).

PATTERNS OF RACIAL AND ETHNIC  ●
RELATIONS

Relations among racial and ethnic groups seem to 
include an infi nite variety of human experiences. Th ey 
run the gamut of emotions and appear to be unpredict-
able, capricious, and irrational. Th ey range from curi-
osity and hospitality, at one extreme, to bitter hostility 
at the other. In this section, we will show that a lim-
ited number of outcomes exist when racial and ethnic 
groups come into contact. Th ese include assimilation, 
pluralism, subjugation, segregation, expulsion, and 
annihilation. In some cases, these categories overlap—
for instance, segregation can be considered a form of 
subjugation—but each has distinct traits that make it 
worth examining separately.

Unprejudiced Discriminators Th is type includes those 
who constantly think of expediency. Although they 
themselves are free from racial prejudice, they will keep 
silent when bigots speak out. Th ey will not condemn 
acts of discrimination but will make concessions to the 
intolerant and will accept discriminatory practices for 
fear that to do otherwise would hurt their own position.

Prejudiced Nondiscriminators Th is category is for 
the timid bigots who do not accept the ideal of equal-
ity for all but conform to it and give it lip service when 
the slightest pressure is applied. Th ose who hesitate to 
express their prejudices when in the presence of those 
who are more tolerant belong in this category. Among 
them are employers who hate certain minorities but hire 
them rather than run afoul of affi  rmative-action laws 
and labor leaders who suppress their personal racial 
bias when the majority of their followers demand an end 
to discrimination.

Prejudiced Discriminators Th ese are the bigots, pure 
and unashamed. Th ey do not believe in equality, nor do 
they hesitate to give free expression to their intolerance, 
both in their speech and in their actions. For them, atti-
tudes and behavior do not confl ict. Th ey practice dis-
crimination, believing that it is not only proper but in 
fact their duty to do so (Berry and Tischler, 1978).

Knowing a person’s attitudes does not mean that that 
person’s behavior always can be predicted. Attitudes and 
behavior are frequently inconsistent because of such fac-
tors as the nature and magnitude of the social pressures 
in a particular situation. Figure 10-1 shows the infl uence 
of situational factors on behavior.

Institutional Prejudice and Discrimination

Sociologists tend to distinguish between individual and 
institutional prejudice and discrimination. When indi-
viduals display prejudicial attitudes and discriminatory 
behavior, it is often based on the assumption of the out-
group’s genetic inferiority. By contrast, institutional-

ized prejudice and discrimination refer to complex 

Yes Prejudiced Discriminator
(Active Bigot)

Prejudiced Nondiscriminator
(Timid Bigot)

Unprejudiced Discriminator
(Easily Swayed Individual)

Unprejudiced Nondiscriminator
(Idealistic/Accepting Individual)No

Yes No

The Person Is
Prejudiced

The Person Discriminates

FIGURE 10-1 The Interaction of Prejudice and Discrimination
As this diagram shows, the degree of social pressure being exerted can cause individuals of inherently dissimilar attitudes to 
exhibit relatively similar behaviors in a given situation.
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as belonging to a particular national group in America 
has not yet become an American, and the man who goes 
among you to trade upon your nationality is no worthy 
son to live under the Stars and Stripes. (Wilson, 1915)

For a further discussion of assimilation and Anglo-
conformity, see “Our Diverse Society: Will English Con-
tinue to Be the language of the United States?”

Although assimilation frequently has been a professed 
political goal in the United States, it has seldom been fully 
achieved. Consider the case of the Native Americans. In 
1924, they were granted full U.S. citizenship. Nevertheless, 
the federal government’s policies regarding the integra-
tion of Native Americans into American society wavered 
back and forth until the Hoover Commission Report of 
1946 became the guideline for all subsequent adminis-
trations. Th e report stated that

A program for the Indian peoples must include progressive 
measures for their complete integration into the mass of 
the population as full, tax-paying [members of the larger 
society]. . . . Young employable Indians and the better 
cultured families should be encouraged and assisted to 
leave the reservations and set themselves up on the land 
or in business. (Shepardson, 1963)

However, to this day, Native American groups have yet 
to be fully integrated into the mainstream of American 
life. About 54% live on or near reservations, and most of 
the rest live in impoverished urban areas. In addition, 
many Native Americans who left the reservation for 
greater opportunity in the cities are returning to the res-
ervation. Despite the economic and lifestyle hardships 
they face on the reservation, their ethnic pride overrides 
any desire to assimilate.

Other groups, whether or not by choice, also have not 
assimilated. Th e Amish, for instance, have steadfastly 
maintained their subculture in the face of the pressures 
of Anglo conformity from the larger American society.

China provides an interesting example of what might 
be called reverse assimilation. Usually, defeated minor-
ity groups are assimilated into the culture of a politically 
dominant group. In the seventeenth century, however, 
Mongol invaders conquered China and installed them-
selves as rulers. Th e Mongols were nomadic pastoralists. 
Th ey were so impressed with the advanced achieve-
ments of the Chinese civilization that they gave up their 
own ways and took on the trappings of Chinese culture: 
language, manners, dress, and philosophy. During their 
rule, the Mongols fully assimilated the Chinese culture.

Pluralism

Pluralism, or the development and coexistence of sepa-

rate racial and ethnic group identities within a society, is a 
philosophical viewpoint that attempts to produce what 
is considered to be a desirable social situation. When 
people use the term pluralism today, they believe they 

Assimilation

In 1753, 23 years before he signed the Declaration of 
Independence, Benjamin Franklin wondered about the 
costs and benefi ts of German immigration. On one hand, 
he commented that Germans are “the most stupid” and 
“great disorders may one day arise among us” because of 
these immigrants. Yet, on the other hand, he pointed out 
that they “contribute greatly to the improvement of a 
country.” He fi nally decided that the benefi ts of German 
immigration could outweigh the costs if we “distribute 
them more equally, mix them with the English, establish 
English schools where they are now too thick settled” 
(Borjas, 1999).

Franklin was concerned with the assimilation of the 
German immigrants. Assimilation is the process whereby 

groups with diff erent cultures come to have a common cul-

ture. It refers to more than just dress or language, includ-
ing less tangible items such as values, sentiments, and 
attitudes. Assimilation is really referring to the fusion of 
cultural heritages.

Assimilation is the integration of new elements with 
old ones. Transferring culture from one group to another 
is a highly complex process, often involving the rejection 
of ancient ideologies, habits, customs, attitudes, and lan-
guage. It also includes the elusive problem of selection. 
Of the many possibilities presented by a culture, which 
ones will another culture adopt? Why did some Native 
Americans, for example, when they were confronted 
with the white civilization, take avidly to guns, horses, 
rum, knives, and glass beads while showing no interest 
in certain other features to which whites themselves 
attached the highest value?

In the process of assimilation, one society sets the 
pattern because the give and take of culture seems 
never to operate on a 50–50 basis. Invariably, one 
group has a much larger role in the process than 
the other, and various factors interact to make it so. 
Usually, one of the societies enjoys greater power or 
prestige than the other, giving it an advantage in the 
assimilation process; one is better suited to the envi-
ronment than the other; or one has greater numeri-
cal strength than the other. Thus, the pattern for the 
United States was set by the British colonists, and to 
that pattern the other groups were expected to adapt. 
This process has often been referred to as Anglo con-

formity—the renunciation of the ancestral cultures in 

favor of Anglo-American behavior and values (Berry 
and Tischler, 1978; Gordon, 1964).

Th e Anglo-conformity viewpoint was at its strongest 
around World War I, as demonstrated by this excerpt 
from a speech by President Woodrow Wilson:

You cannot dedicate yourself to America unless you 
become in every respect and with every purpose of your 
will thorough Americans. You cannot become thorough 
Americans if you think of yourselves in groups. America 
does not consist of groups. A man who thinks of himself 
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True or false? English is the offi  cial language of the 
United States. False. Not only does the United States 
not have an offi  cial language but about 31 million 
people in the United States speak Spanish at home, 
making it the second-most spoken language in the 
country. In addition, the number of people speaking 
a language other than English at home has more than 
doubled since 1980.

Do we need to worry that Spanish and a host of other 
languages could push English into the background? 
Th e answer is no. Current immigrants are making the 
transition to speaking English more quickly than immi-
grants at any other time in U.S. history. Immigrant chil-
dren younger than 17 almost always speak English over 
their native tongues by adulthood.

Many people believe that speaking a language 
other than English hinders full participation in U.S. 
life. A survey by the Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser 
Family Foundation asked respondents to agree or 
disagree with the statement, “Children need to learn 
English to succeed in the world today.” People from 
many nations showed almost unanimous agreement 
on the importance of learning English. Examples 
include Vietnam, 98%; Germany and South Africa, 
95%; India, 93%; China and the Philippines, 92%; and 
France, Mexico, and Ukraine, 90%.

Th e U.S. census bureau found that a majority of 
those who speak a language other than English at 
home already consider themselves very profi cient in 
English. More than half of all immigrants consider 
themselves “very profi cient” in English. Assimilation 
causes the other languages to fade. Helping the trend 
is the prevalence of English in videos and on the 
Internet.

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY
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Historically, the transition to English has taken 
three generations. Th e adult immigrants often had 
limited English language skills. Th e children were 
usually bilingual in English and their parents’ lan-
guage. Th e third generation was the one when English 
became the primary language.

Th is process has been speeded up in recent years 
as many new immigrants become fl uent in English. 
Sociologists Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut 
studied more than 5,200 second-generation immi-
grant children in the Miami and San Diego schools 
and found 99% spoke fl uent English and less than one-
third maintained fl uency in their parents’ tongues 
by age 17.

Rumbaut noted that the three most important fac-
tors infl uencing the switch to English was the age of 
arrival, level of education, and length of time in the 
United States. So, at this point, it appears that English 
is continuing to be the main language in the United 
States.

Sources: Mary Kent and Robert Lalasz, “Speaking Eng-
lish in the United States,” Population Reference Bureau, 
http://prb.org/Articles/2006/IntheNewsSpeakingEng-
lishintheUnitedStates.aspx; Rubén G. Rumbaut, “A Lan-
guage Graveyard? Immigration, Generation, and Linguistic 
Acculturation in the United States,” paper presented to 
the International Conference on the Integration of Im-
migrants: Language and Educational Achievement, Social 
Science Research Center, Berlin, June 30–July 1, 2005; Pew 
Hispanic Center, Hispanic Attitudes toward Learning Eng-
lish (2006), http://pewhispanic.org/fi les/factsheets/20.pdf, 
accessed June 3, 2009; Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Family 
Foundation National Survey of Latinos: Education, August 
7–October 15, 2003.

are describing a condition that seems to be developing 
in contemporary American society. Th ey often ignore 
the ideological foundation of pluralism.

Th e person principally responsible for the develop-
ment of the theory of cultural pluralism was Horace 
Kallen, born in Germany. He came to Boston at the age 
of fi ve and was raised in an Orthodox Jewish home. As 
he progressed through the Boston public schools, he 
underwent a common second-generation phenome-
non—he started to reject his home environment and 
religion and developed an uncritical enthusiasm for the 
United States. As he put it, “It seemed to me that the 
identity of every human being with every other was the 

important thing, and that the term ‘American’ should 
nullify the meaning of every other term in one’s per-
sonal makeup.”

While Kallen was a student at Harvard, he expe-
rienced a number of shocks. Working in a nearby set-
tlement house, he came in contact with liberal and 
socialist ideas and observed people expressing numer-
ous ethnic goals and aspirations. Th is exposure caused 
him to question his defi nition of what it meant to be 
an American. Th is quandary was compounded by his 
experiences in the American literature class of Barrett 
Wendell, who believed that Puritan traits and ideals 
were at the core of the American value structure. Th e 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/factsheets/20.pdf
http://prb.org/Articles/2006/IntheNewsSpeakingEnglishintheUnitedStates.aspx
http://prb.org/Articles/2006/IntheNewsSpeakingEnglishintheUnitedStates.aspx
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subjugation—the subordination of one group and the 

assumption of a position of authority, power, and domina-

tion by the other. Th e members of the subordinate group 
may for a time, accept their lower status and even devise 
ingenious rationalizations for it.

For the most part, this is so because there are few 
instances in which group contact has been based on the 
complete equality of power. Diff erences in power will 
invariably lead to a situation of superior and inferior 
positions. Th e greater the discrepancy in the power of 
the groups involved, the greater the extent and scope of 
the subjugation will be.

By the mid-1870s, the various Native American tribes 
were at the mercy of white Europeans. Native American 
traditions, beliefs, and ways of life were condemned as 
backward and immoral. It was thought that the best way 
to help Native Americans was to ensure that their tribal 
cultures were destroyed. Th e Indian peoples would have 
to be forced to assimilate into the mainstream culture. 
President Benjamin Harrison’s commissioner of Indian 
aff airs, Th omas Jeff erson Morgan, expressed this view in 
1889 when he noted:

Th e logic of events demands the absorption of the Indians 
into our national life, not as Indians, but as American 
citizens. . . . Th e Indians must conform to “the white man’s 
ways,” peaceably if they will, forcibly if they must. . . . Th is 
civilization may not be the best possible, but it is the best 
the Indians can get. Th ey cannot escape it, and must either 
conform to it or be crushed by it. ( Josephy, 1994)

To subjugate and Americanize the Native Americans, 
the government banned their religions, rituals, and 
sacred ceremonies. Medicine men and shamans were 
either jailed or exiled. Attempts were even made to stop 
them from speaking their tribal languages. Th e fi nal 
step was to send Native American children to boarding 
schools, where they were taught to become part of the 
white culture. As a Taos Pueblo youth noted:

We all wore white man’s clothes and ate white man’s 
food and went to white man’s churches and spoke white 
man’s talk. And so after a while we also began to say 
Indians were bad. We laughed at our own people and 
their blankets and cooking pots and sacred societies and 
dances. (Embree, 1939/1967)

Why should diff erent levels of power between two 
groups lead to the domination of one by the other? 
Gerhard Lenski (1966) proposed that it is because people 
have a desire to control goods and services. No matter 
how much they have, they are never satisfi ed. In addi-
tion, high status is often associated with the consump-
tion of goods and services.

When a racial or ethnic group is placed in an inferior 
position, its people often are eliminated as competitors. 
In addition, their subordinate position may increase the 
supply of goods and services available to the dominant 
group.

Puritans, in turn, had modeled themselves after the 
Old Testament prophets. Wendell even suggested that 
the early Puritans were largely of Jewish descent. Th ese 
ideas led Kallen to believe that he could be an unassimi-
lated Jew and still belong to the core of the American 
value system.

After discovering that he could be totally Jewish and 
still be American, he came to realize that the application 
could be made to other ethnic groups as well. All ethnic 
groups, he felt, should preserve their own separate cul-
tures without shame or guilt. As he put it, “Democracy 
involves not the elimination of diff erences, but the per-
fection and conservation of diff erences.”

Pluralism is a reaction against the assumption of 
assimilation and the idea of America as a melting pot in 
which immigrants from around the world combine into 
the new metal of the American. It is a philosophy that not 
only assumes that minorities have rights but also consid-
ers the lifestyle of the minority group to be a legitimate, 
and even desirable, way of participating in society. Th e 
theory of pluralism celebrates the diff erences among 
groups of people. Th e theory also implies a hostility to 
existing inequalities in the status and treatment of minor-
ity groups. Pluralism has provided a means for minorities 
to resist the pull of assimilation by allowing them to claim 
that they constitute the very structure of the social order. 
From the assimilationist point of view, the minority is 
seen as a subordinate group that should give up its iden-
tity as quickly as possible. Pluralism, on the other hand, 
assumes that the minority is a primary unit of society and 
that the unity of the whole depends on the harmony of the 
various parts.

Switzerland provides an example of balanced 
pluralism that, so far, has worked exceptionally well 
(Kohn, 1956). After a short civil war between Catholics 
and Protestants in 1847, a new constitution—drafted 
in 1848—established a confederation of cantons 
(states), and church-state relations were left up to 
the individual cantons. The three major languages—
German, French, and Italian—were declared official 
languages for the whole nation, and their respec-
tive speakers were acknowledged as political equals 
(Petersen, 1975).

Switzerland’s linguistic regions are culturally 
quite distinctive. Italian-speaking Switzerland has a 
Mediterranean fl avor; in French-speaking Switzerland, 
one senses the culture of France; and German-speaking 
Switzerland is distinctly Germanic. However, all three 
linguistic groups are fi ercely pro-Swiss.

Subjugation

In theory, we could assume that two groups may come 
together and develop an egalitarian relationship. 
However, racial and ethnic groups rarely have estab-
lished such a relationship. One of the consequences 
of the interaction of racial and ethnic groups has been 
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Segregation

Segregation, a form of subjugation, refers to the act, process, 

or state of being set apart. It places limits and restrictions on 
the contact, communication, and social relations among 
groups. Many people think of segregation as a negative 
phenomenon—a form of ostracism imposed on a minority 
by a dominant group—and this is most often the case.

However, for some groups, such as the Amish or 
Chinese in America, who wish to retain their ethnicity, 
segregation is voluntary.

Th e practice of segregating people is as old as the 
human race itself. Examples of it exist in the Bible and 
in preliterate cultures. American blacks originally were 
segregated by the institution of slavery and later by both 

formal sanction and informal discrimination. Although 
some African Americans formed groups that preached 
total segregation from whites as an aid to black cultural 
development, for most it was an involuntary and degrad-
ing experience. Th e word ghetto originally refers to the 
segregated quarter of a city where the Jews in Europe 
were often forced to live. Native American tribes were 
often forced to choose segregation on a reservation in 
preference to annihilation or assimilation. Segregation 
has operated in a wide range of circumstances.

Expulsion

Expulsion is the process of forcing a group to leave the 

territory in which it lives. Th is can be accomplished 
indirectly by making life increasingly unpleasant for a 
group, as the Germans did for Jews after Adolf Hitler 
was appointed chancellor in 1933. Over the following 
six years, Jews were stripped of their citizenship, made 
ineligible to hold public offi  ce, removed from the pro-
fessions, and forced out of the artistic and intellectual 
circles to which they belonged. In 1938, Jewish children 
were barred from public schools. At the same time, the 
government encouraged acts of violence and vandalism 
against Jewish communities. Th ese actions culminated 
in Kristallnacht, November 9, 1938, when the win-
dows in synagogues and Jewish homes and businesses 
across Germany were shattered and individuals were 
beaten and arrested. Under these conditions, Jews left 
Germany by the thousands. In 1933, some 500,000 Jews 
lived in Germany; by 1940, before Hitler began his fi nal 
solution—that is, the murder of all remaining Jews—only 
220,000 remained (Robinson, 1976).

Expulsion also can be accomplished through forced 

migration, or the relocation of a group through direct 

action. For example, forced migration was a major aspect 
of the U.S. government’s policies toward Native American 
groups in the nineteenth century. When the army needed 
to protect its lines of communication to the West Coast, 
Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson was ordered to move 
the Navajos of Arizona and New Mexico out of the way. He 
was instructed to kill all the men who resisted and to take 
everybody else captive. He accomplished this in 1864 by 
destroying their cornfi elds and slaughtering their herds 
of sheep, thereby confronting the Navajos with starvation. 
After a last showdown in Canyon de Chelly, some 8,000 
Navajos were rounded up at Fort Defi ance. Th ey then were 
marched on foot 300 miles to Fort Sumner, where they 
were to be taught the ways of “civilization” (Spicer, 1962).

Although expulsion is an extreme attempt to eliminate 
a certain minority from an area, annihilation is the most 
extreme action one group can take against another.

Annihilation

Annihilation refers to the deliberate extermination 

of a racial or ethnic group. In recent years, it has also 

Quaker and missionary reformers wanted to use new methods 
to “civilize” American Indians. This resulted in schools like 
Hampton Institute in Virginia (top) and the Carlisle School in 
Pennsylvania (bottom) where Native American children were to 
be taught to be like their “white brothers.”
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such objections were raised at all suggests that the Nazis’ 
plan to exterminate all Jews was not a well-kept military 
secret. Th e measure of its success is that some 60% of 
all Jews in Europe—36% of all Jews in the world—were 
slaughtered (computed from fi gures in Baron 1976).

Another “race” also slated for extermination by the 
Nazis were the Gypsies, small wandering groups who 
appear to be the descendants of the Aryan invaders of 
India, the central Eurasian nomads. For the past thou-
sand years or so, Gypsy bands have spread throughout 
the continents, largely unassimilated (Ulc, 1969/1975). 
In Europe, they were widely disliked and constantly 
accused of small thefts and other criminal behavior.

Th e sheer magnitude and horror of the Nazi attempt 
to exterminate the Jews provoked outrage and eff orts by 
the nations of the world to prevent such circumstances 
from arising again. On December 11, 1946, the General 
Assembly of the United Nations passed by unanimous 
vote a resolution affi  rming that genocide was a crime 
under international law and that both principals and 
accomplices alike would be held accountable and pun-
ished. Th e assembly called for a convention on genocide 
that would defi ne the off ense more precisely and pro-
vide enforcement procedures for its repression and pun-
ishment. After two years of study and debate, the draft 
of the convention on genocide was presented to the 
General Assembly and adopted (United Nations, 1948). 
Article II of the convention defi nes genocide as any of 
the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in 
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious 
group as such:

 (a) Killing members of the group
 (b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members 

of the group

been referred to as genocide, a word coined to describe 
the crimes committed by the Nazis during World War 
II—crimes that induced the United Nations to draw 
up a convention on genocide. Annihilation deprives 
an entire group of people of their right to life in the 
same way that homicide deprives one person of the 
right to life.

Sometimes annihilation occurs as an unintended 
result of new contact between two groups. For exam-
ple, when the Europeans arrived in the Americas, they 
brought with them smallpox, a disease that was new to 
the people they encountered. Native American groups, 
including the Blackfeet, the Aztecs, and the Incas, who 
had no immunity against this disease, were nearly wiped 
out (McNeill, 1976). In most cases, however, the exter-
mination of one group by another has been the result 
of deliberate action. Th us, the native population of 
Tasmania, a large island off  the coast of Australia, was 
exterminated by Europeans during the 250 years after 
the island was discovered in 1642.

Th e largest, most systematic program of ethnic exter-
mination was the killing of 11 million people, close to 
6 million of whom were Jews, by the Nazis before and dur-
ing World War II. In nearly every country the Germans 
occupied, the majority of the Jewish population was 
killed. Relatively few Jews anywhere in Europe escaped 
(Dwork and van Pelt, 2002). Th us, in the mid-1930s, 
before the war, about 3.3 million Jews lived in Poland, 
but at the end of the war in 1945, only 73,955 remained 
(Baron, 1976). Among them, not a single known family 
remained intact.

Although attempts have been made to portray this 
mass murder of Jews as a secret undertaking of the 
Nazi elite that was not widely supported by the German 
people, the historical evidence suggests otherwise. 
For example, during a wave of anti-Semitism (anti-
Jewish prejudice accompanied by violence and repres-
sion) in Germany in the 1880s—long before the Nazi 
regime—only 75 German scholars and other distin-
guished citizens protested publicly. During the 1930s, 
the majority of German Protestant churches endorsed 
the so-called “racial” principles that the Nazis used to 
justify fi rst the disenfranchisement of Jews, then their 
forced deportation, and fi nally their extermination. Jews 
were blamed for a bewildering combination of “crimes,” 
including “polluting the purity of the Aryan race” and 
causing the rise of communism while at the same time 
manipulating capitalist economies through their “secret 
control” of banks.

It would seem, then, that the majority of Germans 
supported the Nazi racial policies or at best were apa-
thetic (Goldhagen, 1996). Although, in 1943, both the 
Catholic Church and the anti-Nazi Confessing Church 
fi nally condemned the killing of innocent people and 
pointedly stated that race was no justifi cation for mur-
der, it is fair to say that even this opposition was “mild, 
vague, and belated” (Goldhagen, 2002). Th e fact that 

These Jews are arriving at the Nazi concentration camp known 
as Auschwitz. Most of them were murdered and cremated 
a short time later as part of the German policy of genocide 
against the Jews.
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Such fears, however, were not widely felt. Th ere was the 
West to be opened, railroads to be built, and canals to 
be dug; there was land for the asking. People poured 
across the mountains, and the young nation was eager 
for population.

Immigration of white ethnics to the United States can 
be viewed from the perspective of old migration and new 
migration. Th e old migration consisted of people from 
northern Europe who came before the 1880s. Th e new 
migration was much larger in numbers and consisted 
of people from southern and eastern Europe who came 
between 1880 and 1920. Th e ethnic groups that made up 
the old migration included the English, Dutch, French, 
Germans, Irish, Scandinavians, Scots, and Welsh. Th e 
new migration included Poles, Hungarians, Ukrainians, 
Russians, Italians, Greeks, Portuguese, and Armenians.

Figure 10-2 shows the number of immigrants who 
came to the United States in each year from 1820 to 
2008. Th e new migration sent far more immigrants to 
the United States than the old migration. Th e earlier 
immigrants felt threatened by the waves of unskilled 
and uneducated newcomers, whose appearance and 
culture were so diff erent from their own. Public pres-
sure for immigration restriction increased. After 1921, 
quotas were established limiting the number of people 
who could arrive from any particular country. Th e quo-
tas were designed specifi cally to discriminate against 
potential immigrants from the southern and eastern 
European countries. Th e discriminatory immigration 
policy remained in eff ect until 1965, when a new policy 
was established.

Table 10-3 lists the people who were excluded from 
immigrating to the United States during each of the 
periods in its history. As you can see, the United States 
was much more lenient during the early days of its his-
tory. However, even with periods of restrictive immigra-
tion, the United States has had one of the most open 
immigration policies in the world, and it continues to 
take in more legal immigrants each year than the rest of 
the world combined (Kotkin and Kishimoto, 1988).

Immigration Today Compared with the Past

Th e past 45 years have seen a marked shift in U.S. immi-
gration patterns. From the beginning of the country’s 
birth until the 1960s, most immigrants came primarily 
from northwestern European countries—Great Britain, 
Ireland, Germany, Scandinavia, France—and from 
Canada.

In 1965, a major change in U.S. immigration policy 
occurred. Th e national origins quota system, which 
granted visas mainly to people coming from Western 
European countries, particularly Great Britain and 
Germany, was repealed. Under the new immigration 
system, family ties to people already living in the United 
States became the key factor that determined whether 
a person was admitted into the country. Th e number 

 (c) Deliberately infl icting on the group conditions of life 
calculated to bring about its physical destruction in 
whole or part

 (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births 
within the group

 (e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to 
another group

Th e convention further provided that any of the con-
tracting parties could call on the United Nations to take 
action under its charter for the “prevention and suppres-
sion” of acts of genocide. In addition, any of the contract-
ing parties could bring charges before the International 
Court of Justice.

In the United States, President Harry Truman sub-
mitted the resolution to the Senate on June 16, 1949, 
for ratifi cation. However, the Senate did not act on the 
measure, and the United States did not sign the docu-
ment. In 1984, President Ronald Reagan again requested 
the Senate to hold hearings on the convention so that 
it could be signed. Th e United States fi nally signed the 
document in 1988.

In the more than 60 years of its existence, the 
Genocide Convention has never been used to bring 
charges of genocide against a country. Numerous exam-
ples of genocide have occurred during that period, how-
ever. It appears to serve more of a symbolic purpose, 
by asking nations to go on record as being opposed to 
genocide, than an eff ective means of dealing with actual 
instances of genocide (Berry and Tischler, 1978).

RACIAL AND ETHNIC IMMIGRATION  ●
TO THE UNITED STATES

Since the settlement of Jamestown in 1607, well over 45 
million people have immigrated to the United States. 
Until 1882, the policy of the United States was almost 
one of free and unrestricted admittance. Th e country 
was regarded as the land of the free, a haven for those 
oppressed by tyrants, and a place of opportunity. Th e 
words of Emma Lazarus, inscribed on the Statue of 
Liberty, were indeed appropriate:

. . . Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free;
Th e wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

To be sure, some had misgivings about the immi-
grants. George Washington wrote to John Adams in 1794, 
“My opinion with respect to immigration is that except 
for useful mechanics and some particular descriptions 
of men or professions, there is no need for encourage-
ment.” Th omas Jeff erson was even more emphatic in 
expressing the wish that there might be “an ocean of 
fi re between this country and Europe, so that it would 
be impossible for any more immigrants to come hither.” 



CHAPTER 10 RACIAL AND ETHNIC MINORITIES 231

0.1
0.6

1.7
2.6 2.3

2.8

5.2

8.8

3.7

5.7

4.1

0.5 1.0

2.5

3.3

4.5

7.3

9.8
9.1

18
20

18
30

18
40

18
50

18
60

18
70

18
80

18
90

19
00

19
10

19
20

19
30

19
40

19
50

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
08

1882: Chinese immigration prohibited, more re-
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Immigration reached a peak between 1901 and 
1910, when 8.8 million newcomers (8 million of 
them white Europeans) arrived in the United States.

1921: First immigration quotas (by country) 
announced.

1965: Quotas by hemisphere replaced limits by 
country.

1986: Immigration Reform Control Act created; 
means for illegal immigrants in U.S. since 1982 to
be granted amnesty; led to legalization of many 
agricultural workers. Major beneficiaries: Mexicans   
(3 million have become legal immigrants since 1987), 
Cubans, Haitians.

FIGURE 10-2 Immigration to the United States, 1820–2008
Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Annual Flow Report, March 2009.

TABLE 10–3 United States Immigration Restrictions

1769–1875 No restrictions; open-door policy

1875 No convicts; no prostitutes

1882 No idiots; no lunatics; no people likely to need public care

Start of head tax

1882–1943 No Chinese

1885 No gangs of cheap contract laborers

1891 No immigrants with dangerous contagious diseases; no paupers; no polygamists

Start of medical inspections

1903 No epileptics; no insane people; no beggars; no anarchists

1907 No feeble-minded; no children under 16 unaccompanied by parents; no immigrants unable to support 
themselves because of physical or mental defects

No immigrants from most of Asia or the Pacifi c islands; no adults unable to read or write

Start of literacy tests

1921 No more than 3% of foreign-born of each nationality in U.S. in 1910; total about 350,000 annually

1924–1927 National Origins Quota Law; no more than 2% of foreign-born of each nationality already in U.S. in 1890; total 
about 150,000 annually

1940 Alien Registration Act; all aliens must register and be fi ngerprinted

1950 Exclusion and deportation of aliens dangerous to national security

1952 Codifi cation, nationalization, and minor alterations of previous immigration laws

1965 National Origins Quota system abolished; no more than 20,000 from any one country outside the

Western Hemisphere; total about 170,000 annually

Start of restrictions on immigrants from other Western Hemisphere countries; no more than 120,000 annually

Preference to refugees, aliens with relatives here, and workers with skills needed in the United States

1980 Congress passes the Refugee Act of 1980, repealing ideological and geographical preferences that had 
favored refugees fl eeing communism and Middle Eastern countries

1986 The Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) takes effect; grants amnesty to illegal immigrants living in the 
United States since 1982; increases sanctions against employers for hiring illegal immigrants

1990 President George Bush increases immigration quotas

1996 Laws enacted to make it easier to deport immigrants who commit crimes

Tougher restrictions on ability of immigrants to collect welfare

Source: Smithsonian Institution exhibit, Washington, DC.
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Of the foreign born population 53% were born in Latin 
America, 25% in Asia, 14% in Europe and the remaining 
8% in the rest of the world. Th e waves of immigration 
during earlier periods in U.S. history were mostly from 
European countries. Th e education levels of today’s for-
eign born are at two extremes. Whereas most native-
born people have completed high school, immigrants 
are less likely to have done so. At the same time, many 
other immigrants are highly educated, and immigrants 
are more likely than native-born people to have advanced 
college degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009).

Illegal Immigration

Th e U.S. census estimated that in 2008, about 11.6 mil-
lion undocumented immigrants lived in the United 

of people allowed to come into the country was also 
increased.

Th e change has produced such a dramatic shift in the 
immigrants coming to the United States that by 2006, 
61.1% came from Latin America, 28.6% from Asia, and 
7.6% from Europe. Together, Latin America and Asia 
accounted for 89.7% of the immigrant population, up 
from 28.3% in 1970 (Migration Policy Institute, 2007) 
(see Table 10-4).

Th ese shifts in immigration patterns have resulted 
in a much more racially and ethnically diverse foreign-
born population. In 1890, only 1.4% of the foreign-born 
population was nonwhite. By 1970, 27% of this popula-
tion was nonwhite, and by 2000, 75% was nonwhite. (For 
more on this topic, see “Global Sociology: In the Future, 
Minorities Will Be the New Majority?”)

With the large number of people immigrating to the 
United States, 12.5% of U.S. residents are foreign-born. 
Th is is the highest percentage of foreign-born residents 
since World War II and more than double the 1970 level.

More than 1 million legal immigrants enter the United 
States every year. In 2006, the number was 1.27 million. 
Mexico has been the top country for legal immigrants for 
more than 20 years. Th e majority of the other immigrants 
come from China, India, and the Philippines (Migration 
Policy Institute, 2007). (See Figure 10-3.)

Many of these people are recent arrivals. Of the 
35 million foreign-born people living in the United States 
in 2006, half had arrived after 1995. Today’s immigrants 
are unique in their ethnic origins, education, and skills. 

In 1965, Congress passed the U.S. Immigration and 
Nationality Act, which dramatically changed the U.S. 
immigration policy. Th e Act removed specifi c country 
quotas and allowed people who had relatives living 
in the United States to be given immigration priority. 
Th is opened the door to new waves of immigrants 
from Latin America and Asia. Th ese immigrants had 
higher birth rates than the U.S.-born population. 
Now, more than 40 years since the change, there is an 
unmistakable trend toward fewer non-Hispanic white 
births and a rapid increase in births to Latino, Asian 
American, and interracial couples.

In 2007, nearly one quarter of all U.S. children were 
the children of immigrants. Eighty percent of these 
children are racial and ethnic minorities. By 2020, 
one in three children will live in an immigrant family. 
Th is trend is making the United States more racially 
and ethnically diverse. In the not too distant future, 

the United States will become a country where the 
majority of the people are part of a minority group. 
Minorities currently account for a third of the U.S. 
population but will become 50% of the population 
by 2042.

During the past few decades, the baby boom gen-
eration, which is predominantly white, has been a 
major force in the U.S. population and the labor force. 
When they entered the work force, their racial and 
ethnic characteristics were similar to those of previ-
ous generations; they were replacing people who were 
U.S.-born whites. As they age, they are being replaced 
by people who are much more likely to be Hispanic, 
multiracial, or Asian.

Source: Mark Mather, “Children in Immigrant Families 
Chart New Path,” Population Reference Bureau, February 
2009.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

In the Future, Minorities Will Be the New Majority

I 1965 C
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TABLE 10-4 Race and Ethnicity of United States 
Children

Race/Ethnicity 2007 (%) 2030 (%)

White 57 46

Hispanic/Latino 21 31

Black 14 12

Asian and Pacifi c Islander 4 5

Multi Racial 3 4

American Indian/Alaska Native 1 1

Source: Population Reference Bureau, based on U.S. census bureau population 
projections, 2009.
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AMERICA’S ETHNIC COMPOSITION  ●
TODAY

What is America’s racial and ethnic composition today? 
(See Figure 10-4.) Th e United States is perhaps the most 
racially and ethnically diverse country in the world. 
Unlike many other countries, it has no ethnic group 
that constitutes a numerical majority of the population. 
In the following discussion, we will examine the major 
groups in American society.

States. Of that total, 7 million are from Mexico. Th e ille-
gal immigrant population increased 3.1 million, or 37%, 
between 2000 and 2008 (Homeland Security, 2009).

Th ere are two types of illegal immigrants: those who 
enter the United States legally but overstay their visa 
limits and those who enter illegally to begin with. Th ose 
who migrate over the border each day to work must also 
be fi gured into the total. Since 1970, illegal immigration 
has fi gured prominently in the ethnic makeup of several 
regions of the United States because illegal immigrants 
tend to settle in certain states. California is the leading 
state of residence for the illegal population with 25%, fol-
lowed by Texas (14%), Florida (7%), and New York (6%) 
(Homeland Security, 2009).

In an attempt to control illegal immigration in 1986, 
the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was 
passed, a law designed to control the fl ow of illegal immi-
grants into the United States. Th e law makes it a crime 
for employers, even individuals hiring household help, 
to knowingly employ an illegal immigrant. Stiff  fi nes 
and criminal penalties can be imposed if they do so. Th e 
law also provided legal status to illegal immigrants who 
entered the United States before 1982 and who have 
lived here continuously since then. Between 1989 and 
1993, 2.7 million people were granted legal resident sta-
tus under special provisions of the IRCA. Th ese people 
had lived and worked in the country illegally during the 
1980s. Interestingly, only 4% of those who applied for 
amnesty under the 1986 act worked in farming, fi shing, 
or forestry, running counter to the perception that most 
illegal immigrants are migrant farm workers. Needless 
to say, IRCA had little eff ect in stopping the fl ow of illegal 
immigrants.

1.4%0.7%

Other

Canada

Africa

Caribbean

Europe

Central and South America  

Mexico

Asia

34.6%

17.2% 13.5%

10.8%

12.2%

9.6%

FIGURE 10-3 Where Do Immigrants Come From?
Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Annual Flow Report, March 2009.

Between 1892 and 1924, some 16 million immigrants came 
through Ellis Island in New York Harbor on the way to their new 
life in the United States.
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oppose the “subjugation of our country to control of the 
Pope of Rome, and his adherents” (Leonard and Parmet, 
1972). On the East Coast, Irish Catholics were feared 
and, in the Midwest, so were the German freethinkers. 
Protestant religious organizations across America joined 
forces and urged “native” Americans to organize to off -
set foreign voting blocs. Th ey also conducted intimida-
tion campaigns against foreigners and tried to persuade 
Catholics to renounce their religion for Protestantism 
(Leonard and Parmet, 1972).

As the twentieth century dawned, American senti-
ments against immigrants from southern and eastern 
Europe were running high. In Boston, the Immigration 
Restriction League was formed, which directed its eff orts 
toward keeping out racially “inferior” groups, who were 
depicted as inherently criminal, mentally defective, and 
marginally educable. Th e league achieved its goal in 
1924, when the government adopted a new immigra-
tion policy that set quotas on the numbers of immi-
grants to be admitted from various nations. Because 
the quotas were designed to refl ect (and reestablish) the 
ethnic composition of America in the 1890s, they heav-
ily favored the admission of immigrants from Britain, 
Ireland, Germany, Holland, and Scandinavia. Th is new 
policy was celebrated as a victory for the “Nordic” race 
(Krause, 1966).

Another expression of Anglo-conformity pressure was 
the Americanization Movement, which gained strength 
from the nationalistic passions brought on by World War 
I. Its stated purpose was to promote the very rapid accul-
turation of new immigrants. Th us, “federal agencies, state 
government, municipalities, and a host of private orga-
nizations joined in the eff ort to persuade the immigrant 
to learn English, take out naturalization papers, buy war 
bonds, forget his former origins and culture, and give 
himself over to patriotic hysteria” (Gordon, 1961/1975). 
From World War II until the early 1960s, Anglo confor-
mity was essentially an established ideal of the American 
way of life. Since the upheavals of the 1960s, however, 
many ethnic groups have organized and reacted strongly 
against Anglo conformity. America once again is focus-
ing on its ethnic diversity, and the assumptions of Anglo 
conformity are no longer dominant.

African Americans

African Americans represent the third-largest race or 
ethnic group in the United States. According to the cen-
sus bureau, 40.7 million African Americans live in the 
United States. Blacks now make up 13.5% of the U.S. 
population, the largest percentage since 1880 (Bureau of 
the Census, February 2009).

Th e vast majority of all African Americans live in 
urban areas, and more than half live in the southern 
states. Th is is a signifi cant shift from the 1940s, when 
roughly 80% of American blacks lived in the South and 
worked in agriculture.

White Anglo-Saxon Protestants

About 41 million people claim some English, Scottish, or 
Welsh ancestors. Th ese Americans of British origin are 
often grouped together and called white Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants (WASPs). Although in numbers they are 
a minority within the total American population, they 
have been in America the longest (aside from the Native 
Americans) and, as a group, have traditionally had the 
greatest economic and political power in the country. As 
a result, WASPs often have acted as if they were the eth-
nic majority in America, infl uencing other ethnic groups 
to assimilate or acculturate to their way of life, the ideal 
of Anglo conformity.

Th e Americanization of immigrant groups has been 
the desired goal of the dominant WASPs during many 
periods in American history. Contrary to the roman-
tic sentiments expressed on the base of the Statue of 
Liberty, immigrant groups who came to America after 
the British Protestants had become established met 
with considerable hostility and suspicion.

Th e 1830s and 1840s saw the rise of the “native” 
American movement, directed against recent immigrant 
groups (especially Catholics). In 1841, the American 
Protestant Union was founded in New York City to 
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FIGURE 10-4 Racial and Ethnic Makeup of U.S. 
 Population, 2000 and 2050
Source: Overview of Race and Hispanic Origin, U.S. Bureau of the Census, March 
2001; Census 2000 Brief, Population Projections Program.
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Southeast and much of Texas. New Yorkers use both 
Hispanic and Latino. Some people in New Mexico prefer 
Hispano.

Politically, the term Hispanic has been identifi ed with 
more conservative viewpoints, and the term Latino has 
been associated with more liberal politics. Th is is par-
tially because Hispanic is an English word meaning 
“pertaining to ancient Spain.” Th e U.S. census bureau 
has decided to settle on one term, Hispanic.

Th e Hispanic population represents the largest minor-
ity group in the United States. Th e 45.5 million Hispanics 
in the United States in 2007 comprise 15.1% of the total 
population. California (13.2 million) has the largest 
Hispanic population of any state, followed by Texas 
(8.6 million) and Florida (3.8 million). It is estimated that 
Hispanics will represent 30% of the U.S. population by 
2050 (Bureau of the Census, 2009). (See Table 10-5 for 
states with the largest concentrations of Hispanics.)

Nearly two-thirds (64%) of the nation’s Hispanics are 
of Mexican origin. Another 9% are of Puerto Rican back-
ground, with 3.4% Cuban, 3.1% Salvadoran, and 2.8% 
Dominican. Th e rest are of Central American and South 

In four states, African Americans represent more than 
30% of the population—Mississippi (38%), Louisiana 
(32%), Georgia (31%), and Maryland (30%). In the District 
of Columbia (Washington, D.C.), 56% of the population is 
African American (Bureau of the Census, February 2009).

Immigrants have been accounting for a greater share 
of all blacks in the United States as their numbers have 
increased. Th ese black immigrants have come to the 
United States from the West Indian countries of Jamaica, 
Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Barbados, and Trinidad. 
In addition, a signifi cant number of African blacks are 
also entering the United States each year. About 2.8 mil-
lion African Americans are foreign born. More than one-
fourth of the black population in New York, Boston, and 
Miami is foreign-born.

Even though the number of African immigrants from 
Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, and Nigeria has increased dra-
matically during the past decade, Latin America in gen-
eral, and the Caribbean basin specifi cally, is the source 
of most U.S. immigrants of African descent. Of the 
African-American foreign-born population, about 63% 
come from Caribbean nations (Kent, 2007).

Th e African-American economic situation has been 
improving. Although 24.5% of the African-American 
population fell below the poverty rate in 2007, that was 
lower than most years since the U.S. census bureau began 
collecting poverty data in 1959. Th e median African-
American household income of $33,916 was near an 
all-time high in 2007. Th e income of a white family has 
been increasing more rapidly, however, and the ratio of 
African-American to white earnings has actually fallen 
(Bureau of the Census, February 2009).

Why have African-American families’ earnings lost 
ground compared to white families’ earnings over the 
past two decades? A major reason is the growth in 
female-headed families, who have only one-third the 
annual income of African-American married-couple 
families. Only 45% of African-American families are 
married-couple families. Another factor is that the aver-
age African-American family has fewer members in the 
labor force than white families have. Even if African 
Americans and whites held comparable jobs and earned 
equal pay, the higher number of wage earners per fam-
ily for whites would still keep the average African-
American family income below that of whites (Bureau of 
the Census, February 2009).

Hispanics (Latinos)

“Hispanic,” “Hispano,” “Latino,” “Latin,” “Mejicano,” 
“Spanish,” “Spanish-speaking”—which is the right term 
to use when referring to the Spanish-speaking population 
in the United States? Political, racial, linguistic, and his-
torical arguments have been advanced for using each of 
these terms. Historically, usage has gone from “Spanish” 
or “Spanish-speaking” to “Latin American,” “Latino,” or 
“Hispanic.” Geographically, Hispanic is preferred in the 

Immigrants of African descent from the Caribbean basin 
account for an increasing share of all African Americans in the 
United States.
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TABLE 10-5 States with Large Hispanic Populations

State Hispanic Population (millions)

California  13.2

Texas  8.6

Florida  3.8

New York  3.2

Illinois  1.9

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Estimates, July 1, 2009.



PART 3 SOCIAL INEQUALITY236

Th irty years ago, immigrants from Latin America who 
settled in the United States were identifi ed in terms of 
their home nation as, for example, Cuban Americans 
or Mexican Americans, just as European newcomers 
were seen as Italian Americans or Polish Americans. 
Today, the immigrant fl ow from Central and South 
America has grown substantially, and the newcomers 
are known as Hispanics.

Some observers have expressed concern that 
eff orts to make Hispanics a single minority group—
for purposes ranging from elections to education to 
the allocation of public funds—are further dividing 
American society along racial lines. . . .

U.S. race relations have long been understood in 
terms of black and white. Until recently, many books 
on the subject did not even mention other races or 
did so only as a brief afterthought. Now recognition 
is growing that Hispanics are replacing blacks as the 
primary minority. . . .

[I]n 1980, “Hispanics” became a distinct statistical 
and social category in the [U.S.] census, as all households 
were asked whether they were of “Spanish/Hispanic 
origin or descent.” Had no changes been made in 1980, 
we might well have continued to think of Hispanics as 
we do about other white Americans, as several ethnic 
groups, largely from Mexico and Cuba. . . .

Because of their evolving status in the census, 
Hispanics are now sometimes treated not as a sepa-
rate ethnic group but as a distinct race. (Race marks 
sharper lines of division than ethnicity.) Often, for 
example, when national newspapers and magazines, 
such as the Washington Post and U.S. News and World 

Report, graphically depict racial breakdowns on vari-
ous subjects, they list Hispanics as a fourth group, next 
to white, black, and Asian. . . .

Should one mind the way the census keeps its sta-
tistics . . . one need not have an advanced degree to 

realize that the ways we divide people up—or combine 
them—have social consequences. . . . In short, the cen-
sus greatly infl uences the way we see each other and 
ourselves, individually and as a community. . . .

How do Hispanics see themselves? First of all, the 
vast majority prefer to be classifi ed as a variety of eth-
nic groups rather than as one. Th e National Latino 
Political Survey, for example, found that three out of 
four respondents chose to be labeled by country of 
origin, rather than by . . . terms such as “Hispanic” or 
“Latino.” Hispanics are keenly aware of big diff erences 
among Hispanic groups, especially between Mexican 
Americans (the largest group) and Cuban Americans, 
the latter being regarded as more likely to be conserva-
tive, to vote Republican, to become American citizens, 
and so on. . . .

Many Hispanics resist being turned into a sepa-
rate race or being moved out of the white category. In 
1990, the census allowed people to buy out of racial 
divisions by checking “Other” when asked about their 
racial affi  liation. Nearly 10 million people—almost all 
of them Hispanics—did so. . . .

[T]he 2000 census dropped “other” and instead 
allowed people to claim several races. . . . Th e long list 
of racial boxes to be checked ended with “some other 
race,” with a space to indicate what that race was. . . . 
Of those who chose only “some other race,” almost 
all (97%) were Hispanic. Among Hispanics, 42.2% 
chose “some other race,” 47.9% chose white (alone) 
as their race, 6.3% chose two or more races, and 2% 
chose black (alone). In short, the overwhelming major-
ity of Hispanics either chose white or refused racial 
categorization.

Source: Amitai Etzioni, “Inventing Hispanics: A Diverse 
Minority Resists Being Labeled,” Brookings Review 20, no.1 
(Winter 2002): 10–13.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Hispanics, Racial Group? Ethnic Group? Neither?

American origin. More than three-fourths of Hispanics 
live in the West or South.

Th e Hispanic population is more diverse than it was 
in the past. U.S. Hispanics of Mexican origin—the larg-
est Hispanic group—has been growing substantially. 
Another fast-growing group, in percentage terms, is the 
group of “other” Hispanics. Many of those who choose 
“Other Spanish/ Hispanic/Latino” on the U.S. census 
form are immigrants from Central or South America. 
“Other” Hispanics also include a growing number of 
people with multiethnic backgrounds who do not iden-
tify with a single country or region of origin. (For more 

on Hispanic diversity, see “Sociology in Strange Places: 
Hispanics, Racial Group? Ethnic Group? Neither?”)

Hispanics are not a very well understood segment of 
the population. First, no one knows exactly how many 
Hispanics have crossed the border from Mexico as ille-
gal immigrants. Second, many Americans of Hispanic 
descent do not identify themselves as Hispanic on cen-
sus forms and are not counted as such.

People born in Latin America can be found all across 
the United States, but most live in only a few areas. 
Th e diff erence is the place of birth. For example, 75% of 
U.S. residents born in the Caribbean live either in the 
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rapid population growth helped keep the Puerto Rican 
people poor. American business took advantage of the 
large supply of cheap, nonunion Puerto Rican labor and 
built plants there under very favorable tax laws.

More than 3.4 million Puerto Ricans live in the United 
States. Many have migrated to the American mainland 
seeking better economic opportunities.

Most live in the New York City area but return fre-
quently to the island to visit relatives and friends.

Puerto Ricans living in the United States have one of 
the lowest median family incomes of the various Hispanic 
groups, and 32% have not completed high school. 
Ironically, the poverty in many Puerto Rican families is 
due in part to the ease of going back and forth between 
their homeland and the United States. Th e desire to return 
permanently one day to Puerto Rico interferes with a total 
commitment to assimilate into American culture (Bureau 
of the Census, 2006, American Community Survey).

Cuban Americans Currently, there are 1.5 million people 
of Cuban ancestry in the United States. Th e fi rst immi-
grants from Cuba arrived in the area now known as 
Florida as early as the 1500s, but most have come to the 
United States since the late 1950s. Only in the 1970s did 
they begin to have a visible cultural and economic eff ect 
on the cities where they have settled in sizable numbers.

Many Cubans came to the United States as a result 
of the 1959 revolution that catapulted Fidel Castro into 
power. At that time, Castro’s rebel forces overthrew the 
government of Fulgencio Batista. Castro, a Marxist closely 
aligned with the former Soviet Union, began to restruc-
ture the social order, including appropriating for the state 
privately owned land and property. Professionals and 
businesspeople who were part of the established Cuban 
society felt threatened by these changes and fl ed to the 
United States. More than 155,000 Cubans immigrated 
to the United States between 1959 and 1962. As a whole, 
these immigrants have done extremely well in American 
society; they had the distinct advantage of coming to the 
United States with marketable skills and money.

Th e second wave of Cubans immigrated between 
1965 and 1974, and this movement involved an orderly 
departure on “freedom fl ights” of middle- and working-
class people.

Another large wave of Cuban immigration occurred 
in 1980, when Castro allowed people to leave Cuba from 
Mariel Harbor. Th e result was a fl otilla of boats bringing 
125,000 refugees to the United States. Th is wave of immi-
grants was poorer and less well educated than the fi rst. 
It also included several thousand prisoners and mental 
patients, many of whom were imprisoned in the United 
States as soon as they arrived. Others fl ed to Miami and 
other cities to lead a life of crime. Serious friction existed 
between the Marielitos and other Cuban immigrants 
because of diff erences in background and social class.

Th e fourth wave, which continues to the present, 
includes people who arrive on improvised boats often by 
way of Mexico, as well as those who obtain special visas 

New York or the Miami metro areas. More than half of 
those born in Mexico live in the Los Angeles area or in 
Florida or Texas (Bureau of the Census, May 2008).

Interestingly, although the vast majority of Hispanics 
come from rural areas, 90% settle in America’s indus-
trial cities and surrounding suburbs. Living together 
in tightly knit communities, they share a common lan-
guage and customs.

With the Latin migration north, the United States has 
experienced the largest migration in its history. Around 
one half of Hispanic residents in the United States were 
born abroad. Newcomers to the United States begin 
their stay with many economic and educational disad-
vantages compared to the average American; more than 
half have not graduated from high school and most are 
unskilled.

Mexican Americans In 2008, 12.7 million Mexican 
immigrants lived in the United States. Th is is 17 times 
the number in 1970. Mexicans now account for 32% of 
all U.S. immigrants living in this country. Th e second-
largest nationality group of immigrants, Filipinos, 
account for just 5% of all immigrants. More than half 
(55%) of the Mexican immigrants in this country are ille-
gal immigrants.

As recently as 1960, Mexico ranked seventh as a 
source of immigrants to the United States, behind 
Italy, Germany, Canada, the Soviet Union, the United 
Kingdom, and Poland. By 1980, Mexican immigrants 
were in fi rst place.

Such a high concentration of immigrants from one 
country is not unprecedented. Irish immigrants repre-
sented a third or more of the immigrant population from 
1850 to 1870. Germans were 26% to 30% of the foreign-
born population from 1850 to 1900.

Mexicans have lower levels of education, lower 
incomes, and higher poverty rates and unemployment 
rates than other groups. Th ey are likely to work in lower-
skilled occupations (Pew Hispanic Center, 2009).

Some people of Mexican origin call themselves 
Chicanos, although the term is somewhat controver-
sial. It has long been used as a slang word in Mexico to 
refer to people of low social class. In Texas, it came to 
be used for Mexicans who illegally crossed the border in 
search of work. Many Mexican Americans have taken to 
using the term themselves to suggest a tough breed of 
individuals of Mexican ancestry who are committed to 
achieving success in this country and are willing to fi ght 
for it (Castillo, 2005).

Puerto Ricans Also included under the category of 
Hispanics are Puerto Ricans. In 1898, the United States 
fought a brief war with Spain and as a result took over the 
former Spanish colonies in the Pacifi c (the Philippines 
and Guam) and the Caribbean (Cuba and Puerto Rico). 
Puerto Ricans were made full citizens of the United States 
in 1917. Although government programs improved their 
education and dramatically lowered the death rate, 
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common with Puerto Ricans, Mexican Americans, or 
Dominicans.

Cubans who live in the United States have fared bet-
ter than any other Hispanic immigrant group. Th ey are 
the best educated of any of the Spanish-speaking groups, 
with 25% of Cubans 25 and older having a bachelor’s 
degree, more than double the rate for other Hispanic 
groups. Th e median family income of Cubans is nearly 
a third higher than the earnings of the average Hispanic 
family. Native-born Cubans have a higher median 
income than whites (Pew Hispanic Center, 2006).

Asian Americans

According to the census bureau, approximately 15.2 
 million people of Asian background live in the United 
States, constituting 5% of the total population. Th e 
Asian/Pacifi c-American population has been increas-
ing more rapidly than any other race or ethnic group 
(Bureau of the Census, 2009).

Chinese-Americans are the largest Asian group 
(3.54 million), followed by Filipinos (3.05 million), 
Asian Indians (2.77 million), Vietnamese (1.64 million), 
Koreans (1.56 million), and Japanese (1.22 million).

Most Asian Americans are concentrated in the 
major metropolitan areas. California has the largest 
Asian population (5 million); New York (1.4 million) 
and Texas (915,000) follow in population. In Hawaii, 
Asians comprise the highest proportion of the total 
population (55%), with California (14%) and New Jersey 
and Washington (8% each) next. Asians are the largest 
minority group in Hawaii and Vermont.

Th e fi rst Asians to settle in America in signifi cant 
numbers were the Chinese. Some 300,000 Chinese 
migrated here between 1850 and 1880 to escape the 
famine and warfare that plagued their homeland. 
Initially, they settled on the West Coast, where they 
took backbreaking jobs mining and building rail-
roads. However, they were far from welcome and were 
subjected to a great deal of harassment. In 1882, the 
government limited further Chinese immigration for 
ten years. Th is limitation was extended in 1892 and 
again in 1904, fi nally being repealed in 1943. Th e state 
of California imposed special taxes on Chinese min-
ers, and most labor unions fought to keep them out of 
the mines because they took jobs from white workers. 
In the late 1800s and early 1900s, numerous riots and 
strikes were directed against the Chinese, who drew 
back into their Chinatowns for protection. Th e harass-
ment proved successful. In 1880, 105,465 Chinese lived 
in the United States; by 1900, the fi gure had dropped 
to 89,863 and, by 1920, to 61,729. Th e Chinese popula-
tion in the United States began to rise again only after 
the 1950s (Bureau of the Census, 1976). As of 2006, 3.6 
million people of Chinese ancestry lived in the United 
States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) Japanese immigrants 
began arriving in the United States shortly after the 

through a lottery system the two governments agreed on 
in 1994.

Cubans are relatively recent immigrants, and the fi rst-
generation foreign-born predominate. Th ey are exiles 
who came to the United States not so much because 
they preferred the U.S. way of life but because they felt 
compelled to leave their country.

For that reason, most Cuban immigrants fi ercely 
attempt to retain the culture and way of life they knew 
in Cuba. Of all the Hispanic groups, they are the most 
likely to speak Spanish in the home; eight of ten families 
do so.

Cubans are largely found in a few major cities. 
Metropolitan Miami (Dade County, Florida) is the undis-
puted center, with nearly 65% of all Cubans in the United 
States living there. In Miami, where Latinos make up a 
larger percentage of the population than Anglos, the city 
has become distinctively Cuban. Most other Cubans live 
in New York City, Jersey City and Newark in New Jersey, 
Los Angeles, and Chicago, all of which are large centers 
for Hispanics in general.

Acculturation and assimilation have been slow in 
Miami because the community is so self-suffi  cient and 
has such a large immigrant base. Th ere also appears to be 
a lack of social and cultural integration between Cubans 
and other Hispanic groups in U.S. cities with sizable and 
diff erentiated Spanish-speaking populations. Of the 
major Hispanic groups, only the Cubans have come as 
political exiles, and this has resulted in social, economic, 
and class diff erences. In the New York City area, Cubans 
and Puerto Ricans maintain a distinct social distance. 
Many Cubans feel or perceive that they have little in 

These Japanese Americans are standing in line for a meal at 
the internment camp in Puyallup, Washington.
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Th e president noted, as he signed the legislation, “Yes, 
the nation was then at war, struggling for its survival. 
And it’s not for us today to pass judgment upon those 
who may have made mistakes while engaging in the 
great struggle. Yet we must recognize that the intern-
ment of Japanese Americans was just that, a mistake” 
(Johnson, 1988).

Compared with the earlier group of Asian immi-
grants who came primarily from China and Japan, since 
the 1960s, many Asians from Vietnam, the Philippines, 
Korea, India, Laos, and Cambodia have come to the 
United States. Many of the Asian immigrants from 
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos were involuntary 
migrants who were forced to leave their homes because 
they feared persecution after the United States left 
Southeast Asia. Two distinct waves of refugees came 
from these countries. Th e fi rst began in the 1960s and 
continued until the end of the Vietnam War in 1975. 
Th e fi rst group of Southeast Asian immigrants were 
mainly middle- and upper-class Vietnamese who found 
ways to get their families and fi nancial assets out of the 
country when it became clear that military victory for 
the United States was not going to be swift. Th is group 
numbered about 25,000.

Th e second wave of refugees was very diff erent. Harsh 
economic conditions, political persecution within 
Vietnam, and widespread genocide by the Khmer Rouge 
government in Cambodia created a fl ood of refugees 
desperate to leave the area. Many crowded into unsafe 
boats and hoped to reach Hong Kong, Malaysia, and 
other neighboring countries. Some of these boat people 
eventually settled in the United States. Between 1975 
and 1994, more than 700,000 Vietnamese refugees and 
500,000 Cambodians and Laotians resettled in the United 
States (U.S. Offi  ce of Refugee Resettlement, 1995). Close 
to half (about 45%) of the nation’s Asian-born popula-
tion live in three metropolitan areas: Los Angeles, New 
York, and San Francisco.

“Despite their diversity, Asian Americans are often 
perceived as a single group, not only by other Americans 
but in their own minds as well” ( Jacoby, 2000). What 
appears to unite them is their newness to this coun-
try. Approximately 60% to 70% of Asian Americans are 
foreign-born.

Most Asian immigrants are middle class and highly 
educated. More than a third have a college degree, twice 
the rate for Americans born here. (Immigrants from 
Vietnam, Cambodia, and other Indochinese countries 
are the exception.) Fifty percent of single-race Asians 25 
and older have a bachelor’s degree or higher level of edu-
cation. For all Americans 25 and older the percentage 
is 28%. Although Asian Americans comprise 4.2% of the 
total U.S. population, they account for nearly 19% of the 
freshman class at Harvard and other elite universities. In 
2007, the median household income of Asian Americans 
was $66,103, the highest among all race groups (U.S 
Census Bureau, 2009).

Chinese and quickly joined them as victims of preju-
dice and discrimination. Feelings against the Japanese 
ran especially high in California, where one political 
movement attempted to have them expelled from the 
United States. In 1906, the San Francisco Board of 
Education decreed that all Asian children in that city 
had to attend a single, segregated school. Th e Japanese 
government protested, and after negotiations, the 
United States and Japan reached what became known 
as a gentlemen’s agreement. Th e Japanese agreed 
to discourage emigration, and President Th eodore 
Roosevelt agreed to prevent the passage of laws dis-
criminating against Japanese in the United States.

Initially, Japanese immigrants were minuscule in 
number. In 1870, only 55 Japanese lived in America and, 
in 1880, a mere 148. By 1900, 24,326 lived in this country, 
and subsequently their numbers have grown steadily. 
By 1970, they had surpassed the Chinese in number 
(Bureau of the Census, 1976), but later fi gures showed 
that despite a sharp increase since 1970, the number 
of ethnic Japanese has been far fewer than the number 
of Chinese. In 2007, approximately 1.2 million people of 
Japanese ancestry lived in the United States (Bureau of 
the Census, 2009).

Japanese Americans were subjected to especially 
vicious mistreatment during World War II. Fearing 
espionage and sabotage from the ethnic minori-
ties whose home countries were at war with the 
United States, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed 
Executive Order 9066, empowering the military to 
“remove any and all persons” from certain regions 
of the country. Although many German Americans 
actively demonstrated on behalf of Germany before 
the United States entered World War II, no general 
action was taken against them as a group. Nor was 
any general action taken against Italian Americans. 
Nonetheless, General John L. DeWitt ordered that all 
individuals of Japanese descent be evacuated from 
three West Coast states and moved inland to relo-
cation camps for the duration of the war. In 1942, 
120,000 Japanese, including some 77,000 who were 
American citizens, were moved and imprisoned solely 
because of their ethnicity—even though not a single 
act of espionage or sabotage against the United States 
ever was attributed to one of their number (Simpson 
and Yinger, 1972). Many lost their homes and posses-
sions in the process. Even with such rampant racism, 
some Japanese Americans volunteered for the 442nd 
Regimental Combat Team, a fighting group composed 
solely of Japanese Americans. The 442nd became the 
most decorated unit in U.S. history.

In 1988, President Reagan signed legislation apolo-
gizing for the wartime internment of Japanese in the 
United States. Th e legislation attempted to “right a great 
wrong” by establishing a $1.25 billion trust fund as repa-
ration for the imprisonment. Each eligible person was to 
receive a $20,000 tax-free award from the government. 
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Native Americans

Beginning with the 2000 census, it is now possible to 
know how many people in the United States think of 
themselves as only Native American and how many 
defi ne themselves as Native American in combination 
with another race. About 4.5 million people claim to be 
Native American or Native American in combination 
with some other race. Th e most common combinations 
were “American Indian and White” (66%), followed by 
“American Indian and African American” (11%) (Bureau 
of the Census, 2008).

Th e 1990 census showed nearly 2 million Native 
Americans. By 2005, those noting they were Native 
American not in combination with another race num-
bered 2.8 million (Bureau of the Census, 2005). Th is 
increase cannot be attributed to just natural population 
growth. Other factors that might have contributed to 
the higher number include improvements in the way the 
U.S. census bureau counts people on reservations and a 
greater likelihood for people (especially those of mixed 
Native American and white parentage) to report them-
selves as American Indian.

As early Europeans fi rst stepped ashore on what they 
considered the New World, they usually were welcomed by 
the Native Americans. Th e Indians seemed to regard their 
lighter-complexioned visitors as something of a marvel, 
not only for their dress, beards, and “winged” ships but 
even more for the items they brought that were unusual 
to their way of life, such as steel knives and swords.

Early European colonists encountered Native 
American societies that in many ways were as advanced 
as their own. Especially impressive were their political 
institutions. For example, the League of the Iroquois, a 
confederacy that ensured peace among its fi ve member 
nations and was remarkably successful in warfare against 

hostile neighbors, was the model on which Benjamin 
Franklin drew when he was planning the Federation of 
States (Kennedy, 1961).

Native Americans were surprised at European intol-
erance for native religious beliefs, sexual and marital 
arrangements, eating habits, and other customs. At the 
same time, they became perplexed when Europeans 
built permanent structures of wood and stone, thus 
precluding movement. Even village- and town-dwelling 
Native Americans were used to relocating when local 
game, fi sh, and especially fi rewood gave out.

Th e colonists and their descendants never questioned 
the view that the land of the New World was theirs. Th ey 
took land as they needed it—for agriculture, for mining, 
and later for industry—and drove off  the native groups. 
Some land was purchased, some acquired through polit-
ical agreements, some through trickery and deceit, and 
some through violence. In the end, hundreds of thou-
sands of Native Americans were exterminated by dis-
ease, starvation, and deliberate massacre. By 1900, only 
about 250,000 Indians remained (perhaps one-eighth of 
their numbers in pre-colonial times) (McNeill, 1976).

Th e fi ve states where Native Americans are the larg-
est race or ethnic minority group are Alaska, Montana, 
North Dakota, Oklahoma, and South Dakota. Overall, 
nearly one-half of the nation’s American Indians and 
Alaska natives live in Western states (Bureau of the 
Census, 2008; Ogunwole, 2002).

To make up for past injustices perpetrated against 
Native Americans, the federal government pays for a 
number of programs to assist them with education, 
health care, and housing. Th e government has also 
granted Native Americans special rights to govern them-
selves, so that they are subject only to federal rather than 
state and local laws. Th ese rights, based on hundreds of 
treaties made in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
provide for Native American sovereignty and give tribes 
independence from outside governments in return for 
land. Th ese rights have enabled some tribes to open casi-
nos in states that do not allow gambling establishments.

Interestingly, many people informally claim American 
Indian ancestry. Yet less than one-third of them identify 
themselves as Native American. Most people who claim 
Native American ancestry do so in combination with 
another ancestry group such as the English or Irish.

Native Americans have a median household income 
that is higher than that of African Americans, similar to 
that of Hispanics, and lower than that of Asians, Pacifi c 
Islanders, and non-Hispanic whites. About 25% live in 
poverty (Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Th e fi ve largest Native American tribes are the Chero-
kee, Navajo, Sioux, Chippewa, and Choctaw. Considerable 
diff erences exist among the various tribes. For instance, 
the Iroquois and the Creek are much better off  economi-
cally than the Navajo (Bureau of the Census, 2000).

More than half of all Native Americans live on or near 
reservations administered fully or partly by the federal 

On the Pine Ridge Indian reservation, many families lack 
electricity, telephone, running water, or sewers. Life expectancy 
of 47 for males is like that in sub-Saharan Africa.
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recreation. Above all, members of the group have a 
strong feeling of association.

A minority is a group of people who, because of physi-• 
cal or cultural characteristics, are singled out for diff er-
ential and unequal treatment and who therefore regard 
themselves as objects of collective discrimination.

Prejudice is an irrationally based negative, or occa-• 
sionally positive, attitude toward certain groups 
and their members. Prejudice is a subjective feeling; 
discrimination is an overt action.

Discrimination can be defi ned as diff erential treat-• 
ment, usually unequal and injurious, accorded to 
individuals who are assumed to belong to a particu-
lar category or group.

Assimilation is the process whereby groups with • 
diff erent cultures come to share a common culture. 
Invariably, one group has a much larger role in the 
process than the other or others. Th e particular form 
of assimilation found in the United States is called 
Anglo conformity—the renunciation of ancestral cul-
tures in favor of Anglo-American behavior and values.

Pluralism is the development and coexistence of sepa-• 
rate racial and ethnic group identities within a society. 
Pluralism celebrates the diff erences among groups.

Historically, the majority of immigrants to the United • 
States have been from Europe. Th e old migration con-
sisted of people from northern Europe who came before 
1880. Th e new migration was far larger and consisted of 
people who came from southern and eastern Europe. 
Discriminatory quotas were set up at the beginning 
of the twentieth century to restrict the immigration of 
the latter groups. Today, the overwhelming majority 
of immigrants to the United States come from Latin 
America, Asia, and the Caribbean, legal immigration to 
the United States has increased in recent decades.

It is estimated that more than 11.6 million illegal • 
immigrants live in the United States. Illegal immi-
grants tend to be young and to settle in California, 
New York, Florida, Texas, and Illinois.

Th e United States is perhaps the most racially and • 
ethnically diverse country in the world; no single 
ethnic group comprises a majority of the population.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction to Sociology, 
Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

Bureau of Indian Aff airs. Conditions on some reserva-
tions are very bad. For example, the Oglala Sioux live on 
the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, which is located in 
Shannon County and Jackson County, South Dakota, two 
of the poorest counties in the United States. Th e unem-
ployment rate is 80%, and 40% live in poverty. Adolescent 
suicides are four times as high as the national average. 
Many families lack electricity, telephone, running water, 
or sewer. Life expectancies of 47 years for males are like 
those in sub-Saharan Africa (Bureau of the Census, 2000).

A Diverse Society

As is evident by now, the many racial and ethnic groups 
in the United States present a complex and constantly 
changing picture. Some trends in intergroup relations 
can be discerned and are likely to continue; new ones 
might emerge as new groups gain prominence. Th e 
resurgence of ethnic-identity movements probably will 
spread and might be coupled with more collective pro-
test movements among disaff ected ethnic and racial 
minorities who might demand equal access to the 
opportunities and benefi ts of American society.

It is important to realize that the old concept of the 
United States as a melting pot is both simplistic and 
idealistic. Many groups have entered the United States. 
Most encountered prejudice, some severe discrimina-
tion, and others the pressures of Anglo conformity.

Contemporary American society is the outcome of all 
these diverse groups coming together and trying to adjust. 
Indeed, if these groups are able to interact on the basis of 
mutual respect, this diversity can off er America strengths 
and fl exibility not available in a homogeneous society.

SUMMARY ■

Race refers to a category of people who are • 
defi ned as similar because of a number of physical 
characteristics.

Racial characteristics are arbitrarily chosen to suit • 
the labeler’s purposes.

Races have historically been defi ned according to • 
genetic, legal, and social criteria, each with its own 
problems.

Although genetic defi nitions center on inherited • 
traits such as hair and nose type, in fact, these 
traits have been found to vary independently of one 
another. Moreover, all humans are far more geneti-
cally alike than they are diff erent.

An ethnic group is a group with a distinct cultural • 
tradition with which its own members identify and 
that might or might not be recognized by others.

Many ethnic groups form subcultures with a high • 
degree of internal loyalty and distinctive folkways, 
mores, values, customs of dress, and patterns of 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER TEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Race f. Institutional prejudice k. Segregation
b. Ethnic group g. Assimilation l. Expulsion
 c. Minority h. Anglo conformity m. Annihilation (Genocide)
d. Prejudice i. Pluralism n. Americanization movement
 e. Discrimination j. Subjugation

     1. The act, process, or state of being set apart
     2. A group of people who, because of physical or cultural characteristics, are singled out for dif-

ferential and unequal treatment and who therefore regard themselves as objects of collective 
discrimination

     3. An irrationally based negative, or occasionally positive, attitude toward certain groups and their 
members

     4. A category of people who are defi ned as similar because of a number of physical characteristics
     5. The development and coexistence of separate racial and ethnic group identities within 

a society
     6. The deliberate extermination of a racial or ethnic group
     7. The process of forcing a group to leave the territory in which it lives
     8. The process whereby groups with different cultures come to share a common culture
     9. A group with a distinct cultural tradition with which its own members identify and that might or 

might not be recognized by others
     10. Complex societal arrangements that restrict the life chances and choices of a minority
     11. The domination of one group by another
     12. A social movement advocating the complete assimilation of immigrant groups to the Anglo 

culture
     13. The renunciation of other ancestral cultures in favor of Anglo-American behavior and values
     14. Differential treatment, usually unequal and injurious, accorded to individuals who are assumed 

to belong to a particular category or group

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

 a. Johann Blumenbach d. Horace Kallen g. Hoover Commission
b. Louis Wirth e. Gerhard Lenski
 c. Robert K. Merton f. Benjamin Franklin

     1. Wondered in 1753 about the costs and benefi ts to the United States of German immigration 
and concluded Germans would “contribute greatly to the improvement of a country”

     2. Showed that there are various ways in which prejudice and discrimination can interact with each 
other

     3. Developed a defi nition of minority group that considers only race and ethnic status
     4. Stated that a program for Native Americans must include progressive measures for their com-

plete integration as tax-paying members of the larger society
     5. Eighteenth-century German physiologist who realized that racial categories did not refl ect the 

actual divisions among human groups
     6. Principally responsible for the development of the theory of cultural pluralism
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     7. Proposed that dominance of one group over another arises because people have a desire to 
control goods and services

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Compare and contrast the basic features of legal and social defi nitions of race.

a. Legal: _____________________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Social: ____________________________________________________________________________________     

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Compare and contrast the concepts of minority group, ethnic group, and racial group.

a. Minority group: ____________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Ethnic group: ______________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. Racial group: _______________________________________________________________________________     

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Compare and contrast the basic characteristics of the following minority groups:

a. Asian Americans: ___________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Cuban Americans: __________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

c. Mexican Americans:  ________________________________________________________________________     

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Which ethnic or racial group in the United States is least likely to marry interracially and which is most 
likely to do so? Why?

Least:  _______________________________________________________________________________________

Most:  _______________________________________________________________________________________

Reasons:  ____________________________________________________________________________________

5. Drawing on people you know personally or from news and the media, provide an example for each of 
Merton’s categories of discriminators and nondiscriminators.

a. Unprejudiced nondiscriminator: ______________________________________________________________

b. Unprejudiced discriminator: _________________________________________________________________

c. Prejudiced nondiscriminator: _________________________________________________________________

d. Prejudiced discriminator: ____________________________________________________________________
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6. Briefl y describe the unique features of the minority group experience of Native Americans relative to 
other minority groups’ experiences in the United States.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

7. What are the major periods in U.S. policy on immigration?

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. What are the essential elements of race and racial identity? Review the example of Mark Linton Steb-
bins’s claim of being black. Do you feel he made an adequate case for his claim? What criteria would 
you use if you were faced with the task of determining a person’s race? What is the relative importance 
of biology versus cultural experience in the self-defi nition people have or do not have regarding the 
racial category to which they claim membership?

2. Consider the different ways of defi ning race: genetic markers, ancestry (blood), social reaction, self-
defi nition. Is one of these best in all situations? Describe how each defi nition might be useful in one 
circumstance but less so in others.

3. Using what you know about Hispanics (from this chapter and any other sources), discuss the diffi cul-
ties in applying concepts such as race and ethnic group. How do these same diffi culties affect thinking 
about other racial or ethnic groups?

4. At your campus, what organizations are based on ethnic or racial identities? What kind of defi nition of 
race or ethnicity do they seem to be using? Look at their literature (the group charter, for example) and 
activities. What do these reveal about the group’s relation to the dominant culture?

5. Develop a critical thought paper in which you examine the changes in U.S. immigration policy since 1965.

6. What changes in residence, popular culture, and education do you hypothesize are likely to develop 
during the next 25 years given the changing face of U.S. immigration that you have just described?

7. How has the rise of the World Wide Web increased the potential for spreading messages of hate and 
bigotry? Visit at least six sites that have as their goal the promotion of prejudiced and resentful views 
about a particular group of people. What are the common features of your six sites? Some people see 
these sites as a threat to American society, whereas others view this issue as overblown. After your 
examination, what is your assessment of the seriousness of the threat these sites pose? What action, if 
any, would you propose to restrict the dissemination of information across the Internet?

Internet Activities ●

1. Visit http://www.pbs.org/race/000_General/000_00-Home.htm, the companion site to a PBS series, 
which includes slide shows, quizzes, a sorting game in which you try to classify photos of people by 
race, and other fun stuff.

2. A psychology project at Harvard offers an interactive exercise to test your “Implicit Associations” to 
categories of race, age, gender, and so on at https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/. Take some of the 
“tests” and see what they reveal about attitudes you might not have realized you had.

http://www.pbs.org/race/000_General/000_00-Home.htm
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
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3. The New York Times has an interactive map that displays where immigrants came from and the coun-
ties they settled in. The map is historical, so you can trace the years from 1880 to 2000. You can select 
a single country of origin, and when you run the pointer over a county, it gives the data for that county. 
Visit the website at http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2009/03/10/us/20090310-immigration-ex-
plorer.html.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. k; 2. c; 3. d; 4. a; 5. i; 6. m; 7. l; 8. g; 9. b; 10. f; 11. j; 12. n; 13. h; 14. e

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. f; 2. c; 3. b; 4. g; 5. a; 6. d; 7. e

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2009/03/10/us/20090310-immigration-explorer.html
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2009/03/10/us/20090310-immigration-explorer.html
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characteristics. At birth, the diff erences are most evi-
dent in the male and female genitalia.

We also need to be taught how to be a man or a 
woman. Gender refers to the social, psychological, and 

cultural attributes of masculinity and femininity that are 

based on the previous biological distinctions. Gender per-
tains to the socially learned patterns of behavior and the 
psychological or emotional expressions of attitudes that 
distinguish males from females. Ideas about masculin-
ity and femininity are culturally derived and determine 
the ways in which males and females are treated from 
birth onward. Gender is an important factor in shaping 
people’s self-images and social identities. Sex is thought 
of as an ascribed status; a person is born either male 
or female (although transsexuals show that sex can be 
changed). Gender is learned through the socialization 
process and thus is an achieved status.

Th e dominant view in many societies is that gen-
der identities are expressions of what is natural. People 
tend to assume that acting masculine or feminine is 
the result of an innate, biologically determined process 
rather than the result of socialization and social-learning 
experiences.

To support the view that gender-role diff erences are 
innate, people have sought evidence from religion and 
the biological and social sciences. Whereas most reli-
gions tend to support the biological view, biology and 
the social sciences provide evidence that suggests that 
what is natural about sex roles expresses both innate 
and learned characteristics.

Historical Views

We must be careful when we use today’s standards to 
evaluate the statements of people who lived during 
another time and in another place. Lifting these state-
ments out of context and bringing them into the present 
has been compared to “trying to plant cut fl owers” (Ellis, 
1997). Yet it is important to look at these views and see 
what has changed since they represented the common 
thinking. Th e ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, for 
example, pointed out that

It is fi tting that a woman of a well-ordered life should 
consider that her husband’s wishes are as laws 
appointed for her by divine will, along with the marriage 
state and the fortune she shares. (Aristotle in Walford 
and Gillies, 1908)

Th e third-century Chinese scholar, Fu Hsuan, penned 
these lines about the status of women during his era:

Bitter indeed it is to be born a woman,
It is diffi  cult to imagine anything so low!
Boys can stand openly at the front gate,
Th ey are treated like gods as soon as they are born . . .
But a girl is reared without joy or love,
And no one in her family really cares for her,
Grown up, she has to hide in the inner rooms,

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Contrast biological and sociological views of sex and  ◗

gender.

Describe the concept of patriarchal ideology. ◗

Understand the functionalist and confl ict theory  ◗

viewpoints on gender stratifi cation.

Explain the process of gender-role socialization. ◗

Describe gender differences in the world of work. ◗

Be aware of the effect of changes in gender roles in  ◗

U.S. society.

In a study of 400 of the top-grossing G, PG, PG-13, and 
R-rated fi lms released between1990 and 2006, research-
ers found that 73% of the characters were male. Th ere 
were two common roles among the female characters: 
the traditional non-controversial woman and the sexu-
ally suggestive woman. Females were fi ve times as likely 
as males to be wearing revealing clothing.

Th e same researchers then went on to examine 1,034 
children’s television shows during a typical week. Th ey 
rated them according to the prevalence of males and 
females as well as the characteristics, appearance, per-
sonality, and likeability of the subjects.

It turned out again that male characters were much 
more common than female characters. Females were 
almost four times as likely as males to be shown in sexy 
attire. Females commonly had small waists and unrealistic 
fi gures. In cartoons, males often had a large chest and an 
unrealistically muscular physique (Smith and Cook, 2006).

From a very early age on, gender role socialization is 
occurring whether it is in the media or in real life. What 
does it mean to be socialized as a man or a woman? How 
much of gender is ascribed and how much is achieved?

In this chapter, we will look at some of the diff erences 
between the sexes, examine cross-cultural variations in 
gender roles, and try to understand how a gender iden-
tity is acquired. In the process, we will also focus on the 
changes that are occurring in gender roles in American 
society.

ARE THE SEXES SEPARATE  ●
AND UNEQUAL?

Sociology makes an important distinction between sex 
and gender. Sex refers to the physical and biological dif-

ferences between men and women. In general, sex dif-
ferences are made evident by physical distinctions in 
anatomical, chromosomal, hormonal, and physiological 
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have the right to vote. He felt strongly that women had 
a single purpose in life—marriage and the subordina-
tion to a husband. When his oldest daughter married, 
he wrote her, “Th e happiness of your life now depends 
on continuing to please a single person. To this all other 
objects must be secondary” (Nock, 1996).

In nineteenth-century Europe, attitudes toward 
women had not improved appreciably. Th e father of 
modern sociology, Auguste Comte (1968/1851), in con-
structing his views of the perfect society, also dealt with 
questions about women’s proper role in society. Comte 
saw women as the mental and physical inferiors of men. 
“In all kinds of force,” he wrote, “whether physical, intellec-
tual or practical, it is certain that man surpasses women 
in accordance with the general law prevailing throughout 
the animal kingdom.” Comte did grant women a slight 
superiority in the realms of emotion, love, and morality.

Comte believed that women should not be allowed to 
work outside the home, to own property, or to exercise 
political power. Th eir gentle nature, he said, required 
them to remain in the home as mothers tending to their 
children and as wives tending to their husbands’ emo-
tional, domestic, and sexual needs.

Comte viewed equality as a social and moral dan-
ger to women. He felt that progress would result only 
from making the female’s life “more and more domes-
tic; to diminish as far as possible the burden of out-door 
labour.” Women, in short, were to be “the pampered 
slaves of men.” (See “Sociology in Strange Places: When 
Women Vote, Men Will Become Eff eminate and Women 
Will Become Masculine” for some of the barriers women 
encountered as they fought to gain the vote.)

Religious Views

Many religions have overtly declared that men are superior 
to women. Men are thought within such religious outlooks 
to be spiritually superior to women, who are deemed dan-
gerous and untrustworthy. For centuries of Judeo-Christian 
history, two short passages in scripture helped shape the 
common view of women’s character and proper place: the 
creation of Eve from Adam’s rib, and Eve’s transgression 
and God’s subsequent curse on her. Th e fi rst of these pas-
sages presents Eve and women as an afterthought:

And the Lord God said, It is not good that the man should 
be alone; I will make a help mate for him. . . . And the 
rib, which the Lord God had taken from man, made he a 
woman, and brought her unto the man. (Genesis, 2:18, 22)

Th e second passage relates how, after God made the 
world a paradise, Eve disobeyed God and helped to make 
the world the imperfect place we know:

Unto the woman he said, I will greatly multiply thy sorrow 
and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth 
children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he 
shall rule over thee. (Genesis 3:16)

Cover her head, be afraid to look others in the face,
And no one sheds a tear when she is married off .

(Quoted in Bullough, 1973)

In traditional Chinese society, women were subordi-
nate to men. Chinese women were often called Neiren, or 
“inside person.” To keep women in shackles, Confucian 
doctrine created what were known as the three  obediences 
and the four virtues. Th e three obediences were “obedi-
ence to the father when yet unmarried, obedience to 
the husband when married, and obedience to the sons 
when widowed.” Th us, traditionally, Chinese women were 
placed under the control of men from  cradle to grave.

Th e four virtues were “women’s ethics,” meaning a 
woman must know her place and in every way comply 
with the old ethical code; “women’s speech,” meaning a 
woman must not talk too much, taking care not to bore 
people; “women’s appearance,” meaning a woman must 
pay attention to adorning herself with a view to pleas-
ing men; and “women’s chores,”  meaning a woman must 
willingly do all the chores in the home.

A book of Chinese poetry, Th e Book of Songs, believed 
to date from 1000 to 700 BC, off ers this advice to new 
parents:

When a son is born
Let him sleep on the bed,
Clothe him with fi ne clothes.
And give him jade to play with.

When a daughter is born,
Let her sleep on the ground,
Wrap her in common wrappings,
And give her broken tiles for playthings.

Th omas Jeff erson believed in supreme personal lib-
erty and the equal creation of all men. Yet when it came 
to women, he thought very diff erently. He did not think 
women should be involved in politics or that they should 
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Society causes us to expect certain gender-role behaviors from 
males and females. A changing society, however, produces 
changes in how these roles are carried out.
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“It seems to me,” Jeannette Gilder wrote in 1894, “that 
it’s a bigger feather in a woman’s cap—a brighter jewel 
in her crown—to be the mother of George Washington 
than to be a member of Congress from the 32nd 
District.”

Ms. Gilder was arguing that women shouldn’t be 
allowed to vote. In her essay, “Why I Am Opposed to 
Women Suff rage,” Ms. Gilder insisted that women 
belonged in the home, where they could exert more 
political infl uence by nurturing sons, fathers, and 
brothers than they could ever command with a single 
ballot. “Politics is too public, too wearing and too unfi t-
ted to the nature of women,” Ms. Gilder concluded. “It 
is my opinion that letting women vote would loose the 
wheels of purgatory.”

Until 1920, women—along with paupers, felons, 
and so-called idiots—couldn’t vote in federal elec-
tions. At the time, it was believed that women simply 
couldn’t be trusted to take the long, objective view. 
“Th e female vote . . . is always more impulsive and less 
subject to reason, and almost devoid of the sense of 
responsibility,” wrote Francis Parkman, a historian 
and anti-suff ragist.

Women, who were believed to be “too frail for 
rough usage,” were also beleaguered by their house-
hold responsibilities to the point that many seemed 
to hover on the verge of constant breakdowns. “Th e 
instability of the female mind is beyond the com-
prehension of the majority of men,” declared Edith 
Melvin, a Concord, Massachusetts, an anti-suff ragist.

Not surprisingly, many men agreed that females 
should not vote. One of their biggest fears was that 
women would outlaw drinking, and various breweries 

supported anti-suffrage political candidates. The 
men’s anti-suff rage movement even went so far as to 
produce bogus statistics: “If women achieve the femi-
nistic idea and live as men do,” wrote a male doctor 
who opposed female suff rage, “they would incur the 
risk of 25% more insanity than they have now.”

But tens of thousands of women also enlisted in 
the war against women voting, claiming that it was 
a slippery slope from the ballot box to depravation. If 
women got the vote, they would have to serve in the 
army and on juries. Th ere would be fewer children 
but more divorce. Men would become less chivalrous 
and reverent of womanhood. Women would take up 
men’s occupations, and men would take up women’s 
occupations; the result, according to an anti-suff rage 
booster, would be a “race of masculine women and 
eff eminate men and the mating of these would result 
in the procreation of a race of degenerates.”

And if women did run for offi  ce, wouldn’t they 
invariably win? When all women can vote, wrote 
Goldwin Smith, “as the women slightly outnumber 
the men, and many men, sailors or men employed 
on railways or itinerants, could not go to the poll, the 
woman’s vote would preponderate, and government 
would be more female than male.”

Here the anti-suff ragists couldn’t have been more 
wrong. Of the 535 members of the 111th Congress, 
only 90, or less than 16.8%, are women. Seventeen of 
the 100 Senators are women.

Source: Excerpted from Cynthia Crossen, “Even Women 
Didn’t Want to Give Women the Vote,” Wall Street Journal, 
March 5, 2003, p. B1.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Let Women Vote and You Will Get Masculine Women and Effeminate Men

War, pestilence, famine, and every sin imaginable were 
the prices all humanity had to pay for Eve’s disobedience. 
Th e biblical story of creation presents a God-ordained gen-
der-role hierarchy, with man created in the image of God 
and woman as a subsequent and secondary act of creation. 
Th is account has been used as the theological justifi cation 
for a patriarchal ideology, or the belief that men are supe-

rior to women and should control all important aspects of 

society. Th is kind of legitimization of male superiority is dis-
played in the following passage from the New Testament:

But I would have you know, that the head of every man 
is Christ; and the head of the woman is the man; . . . For 
the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. 
Neither was the man created for the woman; but the 
woman for the man. (1 Cor. 11:3, 8–9)

In traditional India, the Hindu religion conceived 
of women as strongly erotic and thus a threat to male 
asceticism and spirituality. Women were cut off  physi-
cally from the outside world. Th ey wore veils and 
voluminous garments and were never seen by men 
who were not members of the family. Only men were 
allowed access to and involvement with the outside 
world.

Women’s precarious and inferior position in tradi-
tional India is illustrated further by the ancient Manu 
code, which was drawn up between 200 BC and AD 200. 
Th e code states that if a wife had no children after eight 
years of marriage, she would be banished; if all her chil-
dren were dead after ten years, she could be dismissed; 
and if she had produced only girls after eleven years, she 
could be repudiated.
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have sought evidence from two sources: studies of other 
animal species, including nonhuman primates (monkeys 
and apes), and studies of the physiological diff erences 
between men and women. We shall examine each.

Animal Studies and Sociobiology Ethology is the scien-

tifi c study of animal behavior. Ethologists have observed 
that sexual diff erences in behavior exist throughout 
much of the nonhuman animal world. Evidence indicates 
that these diff erences are biologically determined—that 
in a given species, members of the same sex behave in 
much the same way and perform the same tasks and 
activities. Popularized versions of these ideas, such as 
those of Desmond Morris in Th e Human Zoo (1970) or 
Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox in Th e Imperial Animal (1971), 
generalize from the behavior of nonhuman primates to 
that of humans. Th ey maintain that in all primate spe-
cies, including Homo sapiens, fundamental diff erences 
exist between males and females. Th ey try to explain 
human male dominance and the traditional sexual divi-
sion of labor in all human societies on the basis of inher-
ent male or female capacities. Th ey even have extended 
their analysis to explain other human phenomena, such 
as war and territoriality, through evolutionary compari-
sons with other species. A more sophisticated treatment 
of this same theme is found in the fi eld of sociobiology 
(see Chapter 1, “Th e Sociological Perspective”) through 
the study of the genetic basis for social behavior (Wilson, 
1975, 1978, 1994).

Sociobiologists believe that much of human social 
behavior has a genetic basis. Patterns of social organi-
zation such as family systems, organized aggression, 
male dominance, defense of territory, fear of strangers, 
the incest taboo, and even religion are seen to be rooted 
in the genetic structure of our species. Th e emphasis in 
sociobiology is on the inborn structure of social traits.

Critics contend that sociobiologists overlook the 
important role that learning plays among nonhuman pri-
mates in their acquisition of social and sexual behavior 
patterns (Montagu, 1973). Th ey also assert that by gener-
alizing from animal to human behavior, sociobiologists do 
not take into account fundamental diff erences between 
human and nonhuman primates such as the human use 
of a complex language system. While freely acknowledg-
ing the biological basis for sex diff erences, these critics 
assert that among humans, social and cultural factors 
overwhelmingly account for the variety in the roles and 
attitudes of the two sexes. Human expressions of male-
ness and femaleness, they argue, although infl uenced by 
biology, are not determined by it; rather, gender identities 
acquired through social learning provide the guidelines 
for appropriate gender-role behavior and expression.

Gender and Physiological Differences Even ardent 
critics cannot deny that certain genetic and physiologi-
cal diff erences exist between the sexes—diff erences that 
infl uence health and physical capacity. Accordingly, the 

Stemming from the Hindu patriarchal ideology was 
the practice of prohibiting women from owning and 
disposing of property. Th e prevalent custom in tradi-
tional Hindu India was that property acquired by the 
wife belonged to the husband. Similar restrictions on 
the ownership of property by women also prevailed in 
ancient Greece, Rome, Israel, China, and Japan. Such 
restrictions are still followed by fundamentalist Muslim 
states such as Saudi Arabia and Iran.

According to traditional Islamic law and tradition, 
three groups of people are not eligible for legal and reli-
gious equality: unbelievers, slaves, and women. Women 
were in the worst position of these three groups. Th e 
slave could become free, the unbeliever could become 
a believer, but the woman could do nothing to change 
her status. She was permanently doomed to her second-
class status (Lewis, 2002).

Biological Views

Supporters of the belief that the basic diff erences 
between males and females are biologically determined 
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From birth, parents all over the world treat boys and girls 
differently. This toy Escalade is part of this boy’s gender-role 
socialization.
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Th e NIH women’s health research offi  ce and the Health 
Resources and Services Administration have joined forces 
to fi nd out exactly where the gaps in medical education 
are and to recommend a model curriculum to Congress.

A number of medical schools and teaching hospitals 
have begun to rethink their curricula to address more 
medical issues aff ecting women. Th e new approaches to 
teaching medicine require students to consider exam-
ples of women in all their subjects, not just in obstetrics 
and gynecology.

Th e diff erences between men and women go far 
beyond the obvious, and fi ndings from research in the 
emerging fi eld of gender-based biology could one day 
lead to treatments that vary depending on the sex of 
the patient. Gender-based biology, a relatively new 
fi eld, identifi es the biological and physiological diff er-
ences between men and women as well as diff erences in 
responses to drugs.

A scientifi c literature review recently presented at the 
meeting of the Society for the Advancement of Women’s 
Health Research found a growing body of evidence con-
fi rming the eff ect of gender on disease. Th e review iden-
tifi ed ten diseases, including multiple sclerosis, diabetes, 
lupus, and rheumatoid arthritis, that disproportionately 
aff ect women.

study of gender roles must take those diff erences into 
account in such areas as size and muscle development 
(both usually greater in males), longevity ( females, with 
few exceptions, live longer in nearly every part of the 
world, sometimes as much as nine years longer on aver-
age), and susceptibility to disease and physical disorders 
(considerable variation exists between men and women). 
As you can see from Table 11-1, men and women are 
affl  icted by very diff erent chronic conditions.

Th ere has been an explosion of interest in women’s 
health after a highly publicized 1990 government study 
that raised concerns about the small numbers of women 
in clinical trials sponsored by the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH). In 1992, Congress made it illegal to exclude 
women as subjects in medical research. Th e National 
Institutes of Health now has an Offi  ce of Research on 
Women’s Health to oversee the representation of women 
in the institutes’ studies. As a result, women’s health 
research has increased substantially.

Th e medical treatment of women also is getting more 
attention in the medical school curriculum after a House 
Appropriations Committee report noted that U.S. physi-
cians are not trained adequately to address the needs of 
women. Traditionally, medical schools have taught about 
disease and treatment in terms of the 70-kilogram male. 

TABLE 11-1 Gender and Disease

Heart Attack—Men are more likely to suffer heart attacks. Heart disease is the leading cause of death for women. More women than 
men die each year from heart disease, and among those who survive a heart attack, nearly twice as many women as men die within the 
following year.

Cancer—Cancers are the second leading cause of death for women. Lung cancer heads the list, with breast cancer coming in second. 
Women smokers are 20% to 70% more likely to develop lung cancer than are male smokers.

HIV/AIDS—HIV incidence is increasing among women, especially in the African-American and Hispanic populations. Women are 
10 times more likely than men to contract HIV during unprotected sex with an infected partner.

Cardiovascular Disease—Men have a greater prevalence of heart disease.

Arthritis—Arthritis is more common among women than among men (24.4% vs. 17.7%), and rates of arthritis increase dramatically with 
age for both sexes.

Diabetes and Other Chronic Illnesses—Diabetes is a cause of increased mortality. Women are more likely than men to have diabetes 
overall. Diabetes prevalence generally increases with age. One in fi ve women 65 to 74 has diabetes.

Hypertension—High blood pressure is a risk factor for a number of conditions, including heart disease and stroke. Men have higher 
rates of hypertension than do women.

Osteoporosis—Osteoporosis is the most common underlying cause of fractures in the elderly. Eighty percent of people with 
osteoporosis are women.

Immunological Diseases—Autoimmune thyroid diseases have a 15:1 ratio of women to men. Rheumatoid arthritis has a 3:1 ratio of 
women to men. Multiple sclerosis occurs more often in women.

Mental Disorders—Mental illness affects both sexes, although many types of mental disorders are more prevalent among women. 
For instance, in 2006, 13.5% of women and 8.7% of men had experienced serious psychological distress in the past year.

Alzheimer’s Disease—The incidence of this disease is higher among women, and it increases dramatically after age 85.

Unintentional and Intentional Injuries—Accidents and suicides are more common among men than among women.

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome—Although research indicates that any person can develop chronic fatigue syndrome, women are four 
times more likely to experience the disorder than are men.

Asthma—Asthma is a chronic infl ammatory disorder of the airway. Women have higher rates of asthma than do men. This is true in 
every racial and ethnic group.

Visual and Hearing Impairments—Glaucoma can damage the optic nerve and result in vision loss or blindness. Men have nearly a 
50% greater likelihood of experiencing these problems.

Source: From National Institutes of Health, “Women’s Health,” 2008, Health Resources and Services Administration. Available at http://mchb.hrsa.gov/whusa08/index.html, accessed 
June 11, 2009.

http://mchb.hrsa.gov/whusa08/index.html
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fl ight reaction that is thought to play a part in heart 
disease, stroke, and coronary-artery disease, among 
other ailments. In earlier days, when a primitive man 
was threatened by wild animals while hunting, testos-
terone combined with adrenaline enabled him to react 
quickly to danger. Th is intense type of reaction is no lon-
ger important and may be part of the reason men suf-
fer more heart attacks than women. Women, it appears, 
react more slowly to stress, putting less pressure on the 
blood vessels and the heart. Although learned behavior 
might play a role in women’s response to stress, biology 
is no less important.

When women are confronted by stress, they tend to 
respond by seeking out contact with and support from 
others. Th e support they seek is usually from other 
women. Th is befriending behavior has been linked with 
the hormone oxytocin, which is released by the body 
during stress. It has been shown to make both rats and 
humans calmer, less fearful, and more social. Although 
men also secrete oxytocin, male hormones reduce its 
eff ects. Female hormones, on the other hand, amplify its 
eff ects (Jablon, 2000).

At menopause, women’s brains experience a major 
reduction in estrogen, whereas men, paradoxically, 
continue producing androgen, which metabolizes into 
an estrogen-like hormone in the brain. As a result, men 
maintain high levels of estrogen in their brains as they 
age. Such fi ndings might explain why aging women 
experience a higher incidence of cognitive decline such 
as Alzheimer’s disease than men.

Hormone diff erences between men and women aff ect 
how the brain functions. For example, researchers have 
found that estrogen aff ects the synthesis and metabo-
lism of serotonin, a neurotransmitter that helps control 
moods. Major estrogen receptors are scattered through-
out the body but are concentrated in a region of the brain 
that controls thinking, emotion, sex, and eating (Shelton, 
1999). Researchers will need to determine the signifi -
cance of some of the gender diff erences they are start-
ing to discover. (For more on this topic, see “Our Diverse 
Society: Why Do Women Live Longer Th an Men?”)

Responses to Stress Gender diff erences also infl uence 
the way men and women react to stress—the fi ght-or-

In nearly every country throughout the world, women 
live longer than men. In Russia, for example, the dif-
ference between male and female life expectancy is 
thirteen years (59 vs. 72). In Japan, the gap is seven 
years. In the United States, it is fi ve years. In some 
developing countries, such as Afghanistan, there is 
little or no diff erence between male and female life 
expectancies.

What’s behind the male/female gap in life expec-
tancy? Most likely, it is a combination of biological 
and sociological factors.

In developed countries, men engage in more risky 
and unhealthy behaviors than do women. Th ey are 
more likely to smoke, drink heavily, own guns, work 
in hazardous occupations, and participate in risky lei-
sure activities. Consequently, men have higher death 
rates than women due to lung cancer, accidents, sui-
cide, and homicide.

Th e greater likelihood of risky behaviors also pro-
duces higher male mortality in developing countries, 
where the gender gap is often smaller. Unsafe water 
and poor nutrition increase death rates for both sexes. 
Women also face the additional risks of childbirth.

Socialization comes into play in several ways. 
In many cultures, drinking is condoned and even 
encouraged for men but discouraged for women. 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Why Do Women Live Longer Than Men?

I l

O

W

Women might be discouraged from working outside 
the home whereas men are expected to have a job.

Smoking, which is more common in men, is a major 
contributor to shorter life spans. In the United States 
in recent decades, women have smoked more as men 
began to smoke less. Th e result is that the gap in male 
and female life expectancy has narrowed in recent 
years, from 7.7 years in 1972 to 5.2 years in 2004. Now 
that smoking is decreasing for both men and women, 
mortality rates will probably decline further.

An interesting fact is that women rate their health 
worse than men and visit the hospital more often 
than men, yet they are less likely to die at each age. 
Th is situation is partially explained by the fact that 
women experience more chronic conditions such as 
pain, depression, or respiratory conditions than do 
men. Men, on the other hand, are more likely to suf-
fer from hearing loss; smoking-related ailments such 
as emphysema and respiratory cancer; and circula-
tory problems, including cardiovascular disease and 
diabetes.

Source: Sandra Yin, “Gender Disparities in Health and 
Mortality,” Population Reference Bureau, November 2007, 
http://prb.org/Articles/2007/genderdisparities.aspx, ac-
cessed June 7, 2009.

http://prb.org/Articles/2007/genderdisparities.aspx
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tonight?” Half the men and half the women consented to 
a date, but that was where the similarity ended. Only 6% 
of the women consented to go to the confederate’s apart-
ment, compared with 69% of the men. None of the women 
consented to sex; however, 75% of the men consented to 
sex. Of the remaining 25%, many were apologetic, asking 
for a rain check or explaining that they could not do it 
now because they had to meet their girlfriend.

Sociological View: Cross-Cultural Evidence

Most sociologists believe that the way people are social-
ized has a greater eff ect on their gender identities 
than do biological factors. Cross-cultural and histori-
cal research off ers support for this view, revealing that 
diff erent societies allocate diff erent tasks and duties to 
men and women and that males and females have cul-
turally defi ned views of themselves and of one another.

Until the pioneering work of anthropologist Margaret 
Mead (1901–1978) was published in the 1930s, it was 
widely believed that gender identity (what then was called 
sex temperament) was a matter of biology alone. It never 
occurred to Westerners to question their culture’s defi ni-
tions of male and female temperament and behavior, nor 
did most people doubt that these were innate properties. 
In 1935, Mead published a refutation of this assump-
tion in Sex and Temperament in Th ree Primitive Societies, 

Although many diff erences between males and 
females have a biological basis, other physical condi-
tions may be tied to cultural infl uences and variations in 
environment and activity. Changing cultural standards 
and patterns of social behavior have had a pronounced 
eff ect on other traits that formerly were thought to be 
linked to sex. For example, the rising incidence of lung 
cancer among women—a disease historically associated 
primarily with men—can be traced directly to changes 
in social behavior and custom, not to biology; women 
now smoke as freely as men.

In sum, diff ering learned behaviors contribute to the 
relative prevalence of certain diseases and disorders 
in each sex. However, not all male–female diff erences 
in disease rate and susceptibility can be attributed to 
these factors. In addition to genetically linked defects, 
diff erences in some basic physiological processes such 
as metabolic rates and adult secretions of gonadal hor-
mones may make males more vulnerable than females 
to certain physical problems.

Even though physiological factors tend to play an 
infl uential part in gender-role diff erences, biology does 
not determine those diff erences. Rather, people acquire 
much of their ability to fulfi ll their gender roles through 
socialization.

Gender and Sex

We know that men and women think diff erently about 
sex, but how diff erently? Is it just a stereotype that men 
seek sex more than women? Some researchers have tried 
to answer this question. In one study (Schmitt et al., 2003), 
people from ten areas of the world were asked, “Ideally, 
how many diff erent sexual partners would you like to have 
in the next month?” In North America, 23% of the men 
and 3% of the women wanted more than one partner in 
the next month. Th ere were similar fi ndings throughout 
the world. In South America, it was 35% for the men and 
6.1% for the women. In Western Europe, 22.65% and 5.5%; 
in the Middle East, 33.1% and 5.9%; in Southeast Asia, 
32.4% and 6.4%; and in East Asia, 17.9% and 2.6%. Th ese 
fi ndings held true for age and socioeconomic status.

Men and women also diff er in how well they need to 
know a person before having sex. Participants were asked 
whether they would consider having sex with a desirable 
partner they had known for (a) one year, (b) one month, 
or (c) one week. Women preferred to know a person for 
a year, whereas men had no problem having sex with a 
woman they had known for a week (Buss, 1994).

Th e diff erences were even more striking in another 
study (Clark and Hatfi eld, 1989). Attractive men and 
women were hired to approach strangers of the opposite 
sex on college campuses and say to them, “I have been 
noticing you around campus; I fi nd you very attractive,” 
and then ask one of three questions: (a) “Would you go 
out with me tonight?” (b) “Would you come over to my 
apartment tonight?” or (c) “Would you go to bed with me 
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The medical treatment of women is now getting more 
attention in medical schools in response to studies that showed 
that U.S. physicians were not adequately trained in women’s 
health issues.
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vigorous physical activity or travel, whereas female tasks 
are less physically strenuous and more sedentary.

Confi ning women to a secondary status in many parts 
of the world has had a profound eff ect on their lives. For 
example, gender-based violence against women—which 
includes female infanticide, sexual traffi  cking, and domes-
tic violence—causes more death and disability worldwide 
among women aged 15 to 44 than cancer, malaria, and war 
combined (Center for Women Policy Studies, 2003). Two-
thirds of the world’s illiterate adults are women (UNDP 
Human Development Report, 2003). Women are not 
allowed to vote in Brunei, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, or 
the United Arab Emirates (Women in Politics, 2003).

WHAT PRODUCES GENDER  ●
INEQUALITY?

Sociologists have devoted much thought and research to 
answering this question. Th ey also have tried to explain 
why males dominate in most societies. Two theoretical 
approaches have been used to explain dominance and 
gender inequality: functionalism and confl ict theory.

The Functionalist Viewpoint

From Chapter 1, you will recall that functionalists (or 
structural functionalists, to be more precise) believe 
that society consists of a system of interrelated parts 
that work together to maintain the smooth operation of 
society. Functionalists argue that it was quite useful to 
have men and women fulfi ll diff erent roles in preindus-
trial societies. Th e society was more effi  cient when tasks 
and responsibilities were allocated to particular individ-
uals who were socialized to fulfi ll specifi c roles.

Th e fact that the human infant is helpless for such a 
long time made it necessary that someone look after the 
child. It was also logical that the mother who gave birth to 
the child and nursed it was also the one to take care of it. 
Because women spent their time near the home, they also 
took on the duties of preparing the food, cleaning clothes, 
and attending to the other necessities of daily living. To 
the male fell the duties of hunting, defending the family, 
and herding. He also became the one to make economic 
and other decisions important to the family’s survival.

Th is division of labor created a situation in which 
the female was largely dependent on the male for pro-
tection and food, so he became the dominant partner. 
Th is dominance, in turn, caused his activities to be more 
highly regarded and rewarded. Over time, this pattern 
came to be seen as natural and was thought to be tied to 
biological sex diff erences.

Talcott Parsons and Robert Bales (1955) applied func-
tionalist theory to the modern family. Th ey have argued 
that the division of labor and role diff erentiation by sex 
are universal principles of family organization and are 
functional to the modern family. Th ey believe that the 

which has become a classic. While doing research among 
isolated tribal groups on the island of New Guinea, she 
found three societies with widely diff ering expectations 
of male and female behavior. Th e Arapesh were charac-
terized as gentle and home loving, with a belief that men 
and women were of similar temperament. Adult men and 
women placed their own needs second to those of the 
younger or weaker members of the society.

Th e Mundugamor, by contrast, assumed a natural 
hostility between members of the same sex and only 
slightly less hostility between the sexes. Both sexes were 
expected to be tough, aggressive, and competitive.

Th e third society, the Tchambuli, believed that the 
sexes were temperamentally diff erent, but the gender 
roles were reversed relative to the Western pattern.

I found . . . in one, both men and women act as we expect 
women to act—in a mild parental responsive way; in the 
second, both act as we expect men to act—in a fi erce 
initiative fashion; and in the third, the men act according 
to our stereotype for women—are catty, wear curls and 
go shopping, while the women are energetic, managerial, 
unadorned partners. (Mead, 1935)

Although Mead’s fi ndings are interesting and suggestive, 
anthropologists have cautioned against over-interpreting 
them. Th ey point out that Mead’s research was limited to 
a matter of months and that her then husband and fel-
low anthropologist, Reo Fortune, rejected her view that 
the Arapesh did not distinguish between male and female 
gender roles. Others have suggested (Gewertz, 1981) that 
the situation with the Tchambuli was short-lived, resulting 
from tribal wars during which most property was lost and 
the men had little else to do but work at home.

Most sociologists tend to agree that even in preliter-
ate societies, culture is the key factor in the patterning 
of gender roles. Nevertheless, biological factors might 
play a more prominent part in structuring gender roles 
in societies less technologically developed than our 
own. Anthropologist Clellan S. Ford (1970) believes that 
for preindustrial peoples, “the single most important 
biological fact in determining how men and women 
live is the diff erential part they play in reproduction.” 
Th e woman’s life is characterized by a continuing cycle 
of pregnancy, childbearing, and nursing for periods of 
up to three years. By the time a child is weaned, the 
mother is likely to be pregnant again. Not until meno-
pause, which frequently coincides with the end of a 
woman’s life, is her reproductive role over. In those cir-
cumstances, it is not surprising that such activities as 
hunting, fi ghting, and forest clearing usually are defi ned 
as male tasks, whereas gathering and preparing small 
game, grains, and vegetables; tending gardens; and 
building shelters are typically female activities, as is 
caring for the young.

A review of a large body of cross-cultural literature 
(D’Andrade, 1966) concluded that the division of labor by 
sex occurs in all societies. Generally, male tasks require 
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that gender inequalities are becoming more and more 
dysfunctional. Th ey agree that the origins for gender 
inequalities are more social than they are biological.

GENDER-ROLE SOCIALIZATION ●

Gender-role socialization is a lifelong process whereby 

people learn the values, attitudes, motivations, and behav-

ior considered appropriate to each sex according to their 

culture. In our society, as in all others, males and females 
are socialized diff erently. In addition, each culture 
defi nes gender roles diff erently. Th is process is not lim-
ited to childhood but continues through adolescence, 
adulthood, and old age.

Childhood Socialization

Even before a baby is born, its sex is a subject of specula-
tion, and the diff erent gender-role relationships it will 
form from birth already are being decided. Maccoby 
and Jacklin (1975) describe this phenomenon by using a 
familiar cultural medium, the musical.

A scene from the [1940s] musical Carousel epitomizes 
(in somewhat caricatured form) some of the feelings 
that parents have about bringing up sons as opposed to 
daughters. A young man discovers he is to be a father. 
He rhapsodizes about what kind of son he expects to 
have. Th e boy will be tall and tough as a tree, and no one 
will dare to boss him around; it will be all right for his 
mother to teach him manners, but she mustn’t make a 
sissy out of him. He’ll be good at wrestling and will be able 
to herd cattle, run a riverboat, drive spikes, etc. Th en the 
prospective father realizes, with a start, that the child may 
be a girl. Th e music changes to a gentle theme. She will 
have ribbons in her hair; she will be sweet and petite (just 
like her mother); and suitors will fl ock around her. Th ere’s 
a slightly discordant note, introduced for comic relief from 

family functions best when the father assumes the instru-

mental role, which focuses on relationships between the 
family and the outside world. It mainly involves sup-
porting and protecting the family. Th e mother concen-
trates her energies on the expressive role, which focuses 
on relationships within the family and requires her to 
provide the love and emotional support needed to sus-
tain the family. Th e male is required to be dominant and 
competent, and the female to be passive and nurturing.

As you can imagine, the functionalist position has 
been much criticized. Th e view that gender roles and 
gender stratifi cation are inevitable does not fi t with 
the changing situation in American society (Crano and 
Aronoff , 1978). Critics contend that industrial society 
can be quite fl exible in assigning tasks to males and 
females. Furthermore, they assert that the functionalist 
model was developed during the 1950s, an era of very 
traditional family patterns, and that rather than being 
predictive of family arrangements, it merely is represen-
tative of the era during which it became popular.

The Confl ict Theory Viewpoint

Although functionalist theory might explain why gender 
role diff erences emerged, it does not explain why they 
persisted. According to confl ict theory, males dominate 
females because of their superior power and control over 
key resources. A major consequence of this domination 
is the exploitation of women by men. By subordinating 
women, men gain greater economic, political, and social 
power. According to confl ict theory, as long as the domi-
nant group benefi ts from the existing relationship, it has 
little incentive to change it. Th e resulting inequalities are 
therefore perpetuated long after they might have served 
a functional purpose. In this way, gender inequalities 
resemble race and class inequalities.

Confl ict theorists believe that the main source of gen-
der inequality is the economic inequality between men 
and women. Economic advantage leads to power and 
prestige. If men have an economic advantage in society, 
that advantage will produce a superior social position in 
both society and the family.

Friedrich Engels (1942/1884) linked gender inequali-
ties to capitalism, contending that primitive, noncapi-
talistic, hunting-and-gathering societies without private 
property were egalitarian. As these societies developed 
capitalistic institutions of private property, power came 
to be concentrated in the hands of a minority of men, 
who used their power to subordinate women and to cre-
ate political institutions that maintained their power. 
Engels also believed that to free women from subordina-
tion and exploitation, society must abolish private prop-
erty and other capitalistic institutions. He believed that 
socialism was the only solution to gender inequality.

Today, many confl ict theorists accept the view that 
gender inequalities might have evolved because they 
initially were functional. Many functionalists also agree 

Parents and grandparents respond differently to boys and girls 
right from the beginning, and they carry in their minds images 
of what the child should be like, how he or she should behave, 
and what he or she should be in later life.
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enrollments of men and women or majority women 
in their training schools.

Gender Differences in Social Interaction 

Th ere are some interesting diff erences in how men and 
women think about the future and solve problems. In 
one study, researchers asked undergraduates to describe 
what they expected would happen to them over the next 
ten years (Maines and Hardesty, 1987). For both male and 
female undergraduates, work appeared to be a “univer-
sal expectation.” Likewise, the kinds of jobs wanted were 
nearly identical. Both groups mentioned jobs in business, 
law, hospital administration, and the computer industry. 
Further education was anticipated by more than half of 
the men and women. Th e vast majority (94%) also saw 
themselves as eventually married with children.

Th us, at fi rst glance, there appeared to be a strik-
ing similarity in men’s and women’s future plans. Both 
groups expressed equal desires for marriage, children, 
work, and higher education. However, there were signif-
icant gender diff erences in expectations of how family, 
work, and education would be integrated. Th e men and 
women had diff erent assumptions about and tactics for 
achieving the similarly desired events in their lives.

Men operate in what Maines and Hardesty call a lin-

ear temporal world. When they try to project what the 
future might hold for them, they almost always defi ne 
it in terms of career accomplishments—lawyer, doc-
tor, college professor, business executive, and so on. 
Education is seen as something that is pursued to attain 
the desired career.

Men see a family as desirable and not much of an 
issue in terms of pursuing career goals. Th ey see little 
problem in coordinating career and family demands. 
Many expect to have a traditional division of labor in 
their families, which will provide a support system for 
their career pursuit. Family problems are seen as eas-
ily resolved, and very few of the men surveyed mention 
career adjustments as an option for addressing the wife’s 
and children’s needs.

Young women, in contrast, operate in contingent tem-

poral worlds. Work, education, and family all are seen as 
having to be balanced. Careers are seen as pursuits that 
may have to be suspended or halted at certain points. 
Th e vast majority of women envision problems in their 
career pursuits, and they see family responsibilities as 
a major issue that requires adjustments. Nearly half say 
they will quit work for a few years as a solution to com-
peting family and work demands. Instead of having a 
clear vision of steps toward their career goals, women 
become much more tentative about their future because 
they expect it to entail adjustments and compromises.

Young men seem to take their autonomy for granted. 
Th at is, they assume that they will be able to accomplish 
what they set out to do if they have the necessary educa-
tion, skill, and good fortune. Young women, however, feel 

sentimentality, when the expectant father brags that she’ll 
be half again as bright as girls are meant to be; but then he 
returns to the main theme: she must be protected, and he 
must fi nd enough money to raise her in a setting in which 
she will meet the right kind of man to marry.

Parents carry in their minds images of what girls and 
boys are like, how they should behave, and what they 
should be in later life. Parents respond diff erently to girls 
and boys right from the beginning. Girls are caressed 
more than boys, whereas boys are jostled and rough-
housed more. Mothers talk more to their daughters, and 
fathers interact more with their sons.

Th ese diff erences are reinforced by other socializing 
agents—siblings, peers, educational systems, and the 
mass media. By the fi rst two or three years of life, core 
gender identity—the sense of maleness or femaleness—is 
established as a result of the parents’ conviction that their 
infant’s assignment at birth to either the male or female 
sex is correct.

Adolescent Socialization 

Most societies have diff erent expectations for adoles-
cent girls and boys. Erik Erikson (1968) believed that 
the most important task in adolescence is the estab-
lishment of a sense of identity. During the adolescent 
stage, Erikson felt, both boys and girls undergo severe 
emotional crises centered on questions of who they are 
and what they will be. If the adolescent crisis is resolved 
satisfactorily, a sense of identity will be developed; if not, 
role confusion will persist.

According to Erikson, adolescent boys in our soci-
ety generally are encouraged to pursue role paths that 
will prepare them for an occupational commitment, 
whereas girls generally are encouraged to develop behav-
ior patterns designed to attract a suitable mate. Erikson 
observed that it is more diffi  cult for girls than for boys 
to achieve a positive identity in Western society. Th is 
is because women are encouraged to be more passive 
and less achievement oriented than men and to stress 
the development of interpersonal skills—traits that 
are less highly valued in our society. Men, by contrast, 
are encouraged to be competitive, to strive for achieve-
ment, and to assert autonomy and independence—
characteristics that are held in high esteem in our 
competitive society.

Nonetheless, female gender roles are chang-
ing rapidly, although traditional attitudes toward 
careers and marriage undoubtedly still remain part 
of the thinking of many people in our society. Girls 
are being encouraged not to limit themselves to 
these stereotyped roles and attitudes. More and more 
young women expect to pursue careers before and 
during marriage and child rearing. Work fields that in 
the past have been traditionally male, such as medi-
cine, law, or pharmacy are now seeing either equal 
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might act with the decisiveness so admired by both men 
and women. If you base your decision on what you imag-
ine and weigh all the consequences, you often will face 
uncertainty. Women, whose value systems are focused 
more on people than on principles, consequently fi nd 
themselves wrestling with the various problems that 
might result from their decisions.

Gilligan hopes that by ceasing to label a man’s per-
spective as right and a woman’s as wrong, we can begin 
to understand that each can be valuable though diff erent. 
For this to happen, according to Gilligan, girls and women 
must gain confi dence in their own ethical perspectives.

Stephen Pinker (2002) is not convinced. Gilligan’s 
view that men think about rights and justice and women 
have feelings of compassion, nurturing, and peaceful 

much more limited in the control of their future, even 
with the necessary education and skill. Th e problems 
surrounding the integration of family and career lend 
an element of uncertainty to their ability to accomplish 
their goals. Women consider fl exibility part of their plan 
when considering career and family needs. Th is fl exibil-
ity gives them only partial autonomy in controlling their 
lives (Maine and Hardesty, 1987).

Th is element of tentativeness about the future, the will-
ingness to be fl exible and to adjust to the needs of others, 
and the realization that goals cannot be achieved easily 
without compromise, evidently produces a diff erence in 
how men and women approach issues. Th is observation 
led Carol Gilligan (1982) to believe that men and women 
think diff erently when it comes to problem solving.

Gilligan challenged the value judgments made about 
male versus female styles of reasoning, especially in the 
area of moral decision making. She argued that a wom-
an’s perspective on things is not inferior to a man’s; it is 
just diff erent.

To illustrate, Gilligan described the diff erent responses 
that eleven-year-old boys and girls made to an example 
used by psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg. In the example, 
Heinz, a fi ctional character, is caught up in a complex 
moral question. Heinz’s wife is dying of cancer. Th e local 
pharmacist has discovered a drug that might cure her, 
but it is very expensive. Heinz has done all he can to raise 
the money necessary to buy it but can come up with only 
half the amount, and the druggist demands the full price. 
Th e question is whether Heinz should steal the drug.

Boys and girls diff ered signifi cantly on how they 
answered this question. Boys often saw the problem as 
the man’s individual moral choice, stating that Heinz 
should steal the drug because the right to life supersedes 
the right to property. Case closed.

Th e girls Gilligan questioned always seemed to get 
bogged down in peripheral issues. No, they maintained, 
Heinz should not steal the drug because stealing is 
wrong. Heinz should have a long talk with the pharma-
cist and try to persuade him to do what is right. Besides, 
they pointed out, if Heinz steals the drug, he might be 
caught and go to jail. Th en what would happen to his 
wife? What if there were children?

Instead of labeling this tentativeness as a typical 
example of women’s inability to make fi rm decisions, 
Gilligan sees it as an attempt by women to deal with the 
consequences of actions rather than simply with “what is 
right.” For women, moral dilemmas involving people have 
a greater complexity and therefore a greater ambiguity.

If your morality stresses the importance of not hurting 
others, as seems to be the case with many women, you 
will often face failure. As one of the men Gilligan inter-
viewed said, making a moral decision is often a matter 
of “choosing the victim.” Th ere is “violence inherent in 
choice,” Gilligan wrote, and “the injunction not to hurt 
can paralyze women.” If you base your decision on an 
absolute principle that you are convinced is correct, you 
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In every society, boys and girls are socialized differently, and as 
they mature, a variety of roles are tried out. In this picture, the 
boy is learning one aspect of the male role. 
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Twenty years ago, Deborah Tannen, a sociolin-
guist and the author of the best seller, You Just Don’t 

Understand, popularized the view that gender diff er-
ences are widespread in everyday speech and that, 
in many ways, men and women are living in diff er-
ent worlds when they try to communicate with each 
other.

Tannen noted that men and women use language 
diff erently. Women use language primarily to cre-
ate intimacy and connections to other people. For 
women, language is the glue that holds relationships 
together.

Men, however, use language mainly to convey 
information. For men, activities are the things that 
hold people together, and in the absence of doing 
something with others, talking about an activity is the 
next best thing and involves talking about concrete 
events or facts. Th is explains the tendency among 
men to engage in endless discussions about sporting 
events, batting averages, and so on. Men are acutely 
aware of the status diff erences implied by knowledge 
or, in one way or another, of speaking. For men, lan-
guage and information are used to attain status, not 
intimacy.

Tannen thought men were more comfortable 
with the language used in a public setting, whereas 
women fi nd the language used in private settings 
more natural. Essentially, the public language is 
about information and one person attempting to 
attain status with knowledge, whereas private lan-
guage is about personal feelings and sharing them 
with others.

What about writing? Do you give away your gender 
when you write? A group of Israeli researchers think 
so. Th ey have created an algorithm to predict the gen-
der of an author from a writing sample. It is called 
Gender Genie (www.bookblog.net/gender/genie.
html) and allows anyone to paste in a few paragraphs 

and get a review of how masculine or feminine their 
writing style is.

Th e writing is analyzed based on the belief that 
women are far more likely than men to use personal 
pronouns (“I,” “you,” “she,” and so on). Men use more 
words that identify or determine nouns (“a,” “the,” 
“that”) or that quantify them (“one,” “two,” “more”). 
Th e authors assume, similarly to Tannen, that women 
are more comfortable writing about people and rela-
tionships, whereas men prefer to write about things.

Th e Web is also involved in writing, so it should 
come as no surprise that we display our gender on 
there also. In one study (Herring and Paolillo, 2006), 
68% of the messages posted by men used an adversar-
ial style in which the poster “distanced himself from, 
criticized, or ridiculed other participants, often while 
promoting his own importance.” Th e male Web style 
is often characterized by adversarial comments such 
as put-downs; strong, often contentious assertions; 
self-promotion; and sarcasm. Men are likely to take 
an authoritative, self-confi dent stance in which they 
represent themselves as experts.

Th e women, in contrast, displayed such features as 
“hedging, apologizing, asking questions rather than 
making assertions, and . . . revealing thoughts and 
feelings and interacting with and supporting others.” 
Th e female style includes expressions of appreciation, 
thanking, and community-building activities that 
make the participants feel accepted and welcomed.

For most of us, it is diffi  cult to be gender neutral 
whether we are speaking, writing, or blogging.

Sources: S. C. Herring and J. C. Paolillo, “Gender and Genre 
Variation in Weblogs,” Journal of Sociolinguistics 10, no. 4 
(2006): 439–459; Shlomo Argamon, Moshe Koppel, Jonathan 
Fine, and Anat Rachel Shimoni, “Gender, Genre, and Writ-
ing Style in Formal Written Texts,” Text 23, no. 3 (2003): 
321–346; D. Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand: Women and 

Men in Conversation, New York: William Morrow. 1990.

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY

Speaking, Writing, or Blogging—Nowhere to Hide Gender
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accommodation would disqualify women from becom-
ing constitutional lawyers or Supreme Court justices, he 
notes. Other studies ( for instance, Jaff e and Hyde, 2000) 
have tested Gilligan’s hypothesis and found that men 
and women diff er little or not at all in moral reasoning.

GENDER INEQUALITY AND WORK ●

Women’s numerical superiority over men has not 
enabled them as yet to avoid discrimination in many 

spheres of American society. In this discussion, we 
will focus on economic and job-related discrimina-
tion because these data are easily quantifi ed and serve 
well to highlight the problem. Remember, though, 
that discrimination against women in America actu-
ally is expressed in a far wider range of social con-
texts and institutions. (For a discussion about how we 
display our gender wherever we go, see “Day-to-Day 
Sociology: Speaking, Writing, or Blogging—Nowhere 
to Hide Gender.”)

www.bookblog.net/gender/genie.html
www.bookblog.net/gender/genie.html
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Job Discrimination

In 1970, about 43% of women aged 16 and older had 
 paying jobs. By 2008, this number had increased to 59.5% 
all American women. As women’s labor force participa-
tion has increased, so has their employment in higher-
paying occupations.

Th e good news is that women account for nearly 
51% of all workers in the high-paying management, 
professional, and related occupations. Th ey outnumber 
men in such occupations as registered nurses (91.7%); 
elementary and middle school teachers (81.2%); insur-
ance underwriters (80.3%); medical and health services 
managers (69.4%); social and community service man-
agers (68.1%); fi nancial managers (54.8%); and medical
scientists (52.3%).

Th e bad news is that men earn more than women in 
almost all occupations.

In about 500 of the most common occupations, in 
only fi ve occupations do women earn the same or more 
than men. Male and female counselors bring home the 
same weekly pay check, and women earn more than men 
as special education teachers, an occupation in which 
most of the workers are women. (See Table 11-2 for the 
highest-paying jobs women hold.)

Th e wage gap between men and women even holds 
up in the jobs that women are most likely to hold, such 
as secretaries, teachers, and nurses.

Th ere is a large amount of occupational segregation 
in the work force, with women working primarily with 
other women and men having mainly male coworkers. 
Two-fi fths of women work in occupations in which at 
least three out of four workers are female. Th is is true 
for two of every four male workers also (Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research, 2009) (See Table 11-3 for the 
most common male and female jobs.)

Job discrimination against women is a complicated 
phenomenon. Generally, women experience discrimina-
tion in the business world in three ways: (1) during the 
hiring process, when women are given jobs with lower 
occupational prestige than men who have equivalent 
qualifi cations; (2) through unequal wage policies, by which 
women receive less pay than men for equivalent work; and 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and 
Earnings, 2008 Annual Averages. U.S. Dept. of Labor, Women’s Bureau, “Women in 
the Labor Force in 2008,” http://www.dol.gov/wb/factsheets/Qf-laborforce-08.htm, 
accessed June 11, 2009.

TABLE 11-2 Occupations in which Women Earn 
the Most

Rank Occupation
2008 Median 
Weekly Earnings

1. Pharmacists $1,647

2. Chief executives  1,603

3. Lawyers  1,509

4. Computer software 
engineers

 1,351

5. Computer and information 
systems managers

 1,260

6. Physicians and surgeons  1,230

7. Management analysts  1,139

8. Human resource managers  1,137

9. Speech-language 
pathologists

 1,124

10. Computer scientist and 
systems analysts

 1,082

TABLE 11-3 Most Common Male and Female  Occupations 2008

Most Common Male Occupations
Percentage
Male Most Common Female Occupations

Percentage 
Female

Carpenters 98.9 Secretaries 96.5

Construction workers 97.4 Receptionists 93.3

Drivers 95.7 Registered nurses 90.1

General laborers 85.8 Home health aids 87.7

Sales representatives 73.8 Elementary and middle school teachers 81.0

Managers 62.5 Cashiers 74.0

Retail sales 57.5 Customer service representatives 67.2

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, “Employment Status of Women and Men in 2008,” http://www.dol.gov/wb/factsheets/Qf-ESWM08.htm, accessed June 3, 2009.

(3) in the awarding of promotions because women fi nd it 
more diffi  cult than men to move up the career ladder.

Discrimination against women in the economic sector 
is often quite subtle. Women are more or less channeled 
away from participation in occupations that are socially 
defi ned as appropriate to men. For example, it cannot 
really be argued that female bank presidents are paid less 
than men; instead, there are few woman bank presidents.

Women and men often do not perform equal work; 
therefore, the phrase “equal pay for equal work” has little 
relevance. In some instances, men and women perform 
similar work, but there may be two diff erent job titles 
and two pay scales.

Having painted a somewhat pessimistic picture here, 
we should note that recent years have shown some 
improvement. Women’s share of jobs with high earnings 
has grown. Women also constitute a rising share of peo-
ple being awarded college and postgraduate degrees. In 
2006, they represented 57.5% of people awarded bache-
lor’s degrees, 59.5.7% of those awarded master’s degrees, 

http://www.dol.gov/wb/factsheets/Qf-laborforce-08.htm
http://www.dol.gov/wb/factsheets/Qf-ESWM08.htm
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In 1953, when Americans were asked whether they 
preferred a male or female boss, 66% said they pre-
ferred a man and 5% favored a woman. Today, people 
continue to prefer male bosses, but the margin in 
men’s favor is shrinking. In 2005, “37% of Americans 
expressed a preference for a male boss and 22% opted 
for a female one” (Gallup, September 2006).

Th e Bureau of Labor Statistics fi nds that nearly one 
of four chief executives is now a woman. Less obvious is 
the fact most of these women run their own small busi-
ness. Women still hold only about one out of 20 top-
management positions in Fortune 500 corporations, 
representing only a minor change from 20 years ago.

Th e ability for men and women to lead successfully 
depends on being in the appropriate setting. Women 
are more likely to adopt a mentoring or coaching style 
when leading, which is more favorably received in 
female-dominated professions. Women also appear 
to reward good performance more than men. Men 
commonly use an assertive, take-charge style, which 
is well received in male-dominated professions. Men 
are also more likely to criticize subordinates and be 
less hands-on.

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Who Is a Better Boss?

I 1953 h

O

W

Some women using a participatory leadership 
style hope to serve as role models. Th ey try to help the 
employees develop their skills and be productive and 
creative. Th is works if the organization is minimally 
hierarchical. Th e participatory type of style may not 
work in traditional male settings such as the military 
or organized sports. Conversely, the assertive style 
more typical of men may produce resentment in a 
social-service agencies or retail setting.

On the one hand, this leads to an obvious conclu-
sion. Women seem to be more eff ective leaders in 
female-oriented settings, and men are more eff ec-
tive in male-oriented settings. Contemporary work 
settings, however, are becoming more participatory 
and should be more conducive to female leaders. Th e 
most important consideration for someone stepping 
into a leadership position is to evaluate the setting 
and decide which style is appropriate and if their per-
sonality lends itself to such a role.

Source: American Psychological Association, “When the 
Boss Is a Woman,” March 22, 2006, http://www.psychology-
matters.org/womanboss.html, accessed June 1, 2009.
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FIGURE 11-1 Percentage of Advanced Degrees Awarded to Women
Source: U.S. Department of Education, “Digest of Education Statistics,” 2008

and 48.23% of the doctorate recipients (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2008) (see Figure 11-1). In addition, young 
women and men (those younger than age 25) have fairly 
similar earnings; however, women’s earnings are much 
lower than men’s in older age groups.

Despite this progress, women still dominate low-
paying fi elds. Five of the top ten occupations employing 

women are secretaries, receptionists, home health aids, 
cashiers, and customer service representatives. Th e 
two professional positions that women dominate are 
relatively low paying, namely, nursing and elementary 
school teaching (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2007). (For 
more on gender and work, see “Our Diverse Society: 
Who Is a Better Boss?”)

http://www.psychology-matters.org/womanboss.html
http://www.psychology-matters.org/womanboss.html
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the male for protection and food, he became the 
dominant partner in the relationship. Functionalists 
maintain that this role diff erentiation is functionally 
necessary and effi  cient in modern society as well.

Critics contend that this view is outdated and that • 
industrial society provides for more fl exibility in 
gender-role assignment.

According to confl ict theory, males dominate females • 
because of their superior power and control over key 
resources. A major consequence of this domination 
is the exploitation of women by men. Confl ict theo-
rists contend that as long as men benefi t from this 
arrangement, they have little incentive to change it.

Gender-role socialization is a lifelong process • 
whereby people learn the values, attitudes, motiva-
tions, and behavior considered appropriate to each 
sex according to their culture.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

SUMMARY ■

Sociology distinguishes between sex and gender.• 
Sex refers to the physical and biological diff erences • 
between men and women. Gender refers to the 
social, psychological, and cultural attributes of mas-
culinity and femininity that are based on biological 
distinctions.

Ideas about masculinity and femininity are cultur-• 
ally derived and are an important factor in shaping 
people’s self-images and social identities. Whereas 
sex is generally an ascribed status, gender is learned 
through the socialization process and is thus an 
achieved status. Many people, on the other hand, 
believe that gender identities and masculine or 
feminine behavior result from an innate, biologically 
determined process.

Historically, societies in both the East and the West • 
have viewed women as inherently inferior to men.

Not only did intellectuals argue from the point of • 
view of a patriarchal ideology, or a belief that men 
are superior to women and should control all impor-
tant aspects of society, but religions in both the East 
and West supported this view.

Functionalists argue that the sexual division of • 
labor was necessary for the effi  cient operation of 
preindustrial societies. Women, who birthed and 
nursed infants, remained involved in child care and 
the necessities of daily living. Men hunted, herded, 
and defended the family. Functionalists argue 
that because the female was largely dependent on 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER ELEVEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Sex e. Instrumental role h. Gender identity
 b. Gender f. Expressive role i. Contingent temporal world
 c. Patriarchal ideology g. Gender role socialization j. Linear temporal world
 d. Sociobiology

     1. The view that emphasizes a direct career path with little consideration for the distractions of 
family and other non-instrumental relationships

     2. Cultural attributes of masculinity and femininity
     3. Behaviors that focus on feelings and relationships among members of a group
     4. The process of acquiring and internalizing the ideas and behaviors deemed appropriate for 

males or females by their society
     5. The view that family and career responsibilities must be balanced
     6. The individual’s sense of maleness or femaleness
     7. The belief that men are superior to women and should control all important aspects of society
     8. A social science theory focusing on the inborn nature of social traits and the role of evolution in 

shaping human behavioral patterns
     9. Behaviors that focus on the accomplishment of specifi c tasks for a group rather than on per-

sonal feelings
     10. The physical and biological aspects of male and female

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contribution.

a. Auguste Comte c. Margaret Mead f. Erik Erikson
b. Desmond Morris, Robin Fox,  d. Talcott Parsons and Robert Bales g. Carol Gilligan
   and Lionel Tiger e. Friedrich Engels h. Deborah Tannen

     1. A pioneering anthropologist who found that gender roles were not innate properties and could 
vary widely among societies

     2. Conducted research on the conversational style and content differences among females and 
males

     3. Applied the functionalist idea about division of labor to sex roles in the modern family
     4. Colleague of Karl Marx; theorized that capitalism and private property were the sources of gen-

der inequalities and the subordination of women
     5. The founder of sociology, he believed that women should not be allowed to work outside the 

home, to own property, or to exercise political power
     6. Challenged the value judgments made by traditional theorists about male and female styles of 

reasoning, especially in the area of moral decision making
     7. Writers who popularized the work of ethology and generalized from the behavior of nonhuman 

primates to that of humans
     8. Psychologist who pointed out that U.S. society pressures adolescent boys to base their identity 

on achievement but pressures girls to base their identity on fi nding a husband
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Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Compare and contrast the biological and sociological perspectives on sex and gender.

a. Biological: _________________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Sociological: _______________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________    

2. Keeping in mind the research discussed in this chapter, what can you conclude about the differences in 
how women and men think about sex?

a. Women : __________________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Men : _____________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________    

3. Using examples from the chapter such as the information about oxytocin, discuss the ways in which 
male–female differences in behavior and thought might be caused by biological differences.

4. Women earn less money than do men. Give both a functionalist and a confl ict theory explanation for 
the earnings differential.

a. Functionalist: _______________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Confl ict: ___________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________    

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. How have ideas about sex, gender, and homosexuality changed in the United States over the past 
few decades? What factors have been responsible for these changes? What will affect whether similar 
changes happen with ideas about transgendered people?

2. How are male friendships different from female friendships? Design a mini-study of the gender friend-
ships of your close associates. What variables and patterns would you look for in your research? How 
would you gather your data? Develop two hypotheses about what you expect to fi nd.

3. With the agreement of the participants, record a discussion. It might be a class discussion, an infor-
mal chat among friends, or a formal public discussion. If you can’t tape it, listen closely and observe. 
Describe the conversational styles of men and women in both single-sex groups and in groups with 
both men and women. Keep in mind the work of Deborah Tannen (read her book, You Just Don’t 
 Understand). Try to code each statement for its instrumental or expressive content. What male–female 
differences did you fi nd?
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Internet Activities ●

1. Deborah Tannen says that men and women have different styles of speech. Do they also write differ-
ently? Two scientists have developed a computer program that supposedly can tell. Find a passage, 
preferably longer than 500 words, and paste it into the box at http://www.bookblog.net/gender/genie.
html. Try it with a few passages and see how well the program does.

2. The blog Sociological Images (http://contexts.org/socimages/) often has posts related to the depiction 
of gender in the media, especially in advertisements. Sarah Haskins’s “Target Women” (http://current.
com/target-women/) does a more humorous and only slightly less sociological take on the same kinds 
of material.

3. For information on gender inequality in pay and education, look at http://www.aauw.org/research/
statedata/index.cfm, run by the American Association of University Women. Slide the pointer over your 
state to see how it ranks on the earnings gap. The National Organization for Women (http://www.now.
org/) has information on current political issues related to gender inequality.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. j; 2. b; 3. f; 4. g; 5. i; 6. h; 7. c; 8. d; 9. e; 10. a

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. c; 2. h; 3. d; 4. e; 5. a; 6. g; 7. b; 8. f

http://www.bookblog.net/gender/genie.html
http://www.bookblog.net/gender/genie.html
http://contexts.org/socimages/
http://current.com/target-women/
http://current.com/target-women/
http://www.aauw.org/research/statedata/index.cfm
http://www.aauw.org/research/statedata/index.cfm
http://www.now.org/
http://www.now.org/
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one in which mother stayed at home in the suburbs with 
a brood of children, baking cookies for them and tend-
ing to their needs while father was off  working in the 
city. Th is situation is an example of the fi rst view about 
marriage and the family.

Today, many family forms are common: single-parent 
families (resulting from either unmarried parenthood or 
divorce), remarried couples, unmarried couples, step-
families, and extended or multigenerational families. 
Mothers are more likely to be full- or part-time workers 
than they are to be full-time homemakers. Th is situation 
is an outgrowth of the greater move toward individual-
ism and personal happiness.

Th e United States is not alone in experiencing such 
changes. Family patterns in the United States refl ect 
broad social and demographic trends that are occurring 
in most industrialized countries around the world.

Has the American family always been in such fl ux? 
Although information about family life during the earli-
est days of our country is not very precise, it does appear 
quite clear, beginning with the 1790 census, that the 
American family was quite stable. Divorce and family 
breakup were not common. If a marriage ended because 
of desertion, death, or divorce, it was seen as a personal 
and community tragedy.

Th e American family has always been quite small. 
Th ere has never been a strong tradition here of the 
extended family, in which relatives of several genera-
tions lived within the same dwelling. Even in the 1700s, 
most American families consisted of a husband, wife, 
and approximately three children. Th is private, invio-
late enclave made it possible for the family to endure 
severe circumstances and to help settle in the American 
frontier.

By the 1970s, radical changes were becoming evident. 
Th e marriage rate began to fall; the divorce rate, which 
had been fairly level, began accelerating upward; and 
fertility began to decline. Th e situation today shows that 
this trend has changed somewhat with the marriage rate 
continuing to decline, but the divorce rate has started to 
level off  and decline slightly.

Th ere also are other signs of change and family insta-
bility. Of all children born in 2008, nearly 40% were born 
to single women. Among African Americans, the per-
centage of children born out of wedlock was 69.1% (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Th e inescapable conclusion that can be drawn from 
all this is that the American family is in a state of tran-
sition. But transition to what? In this chapter, we shall 
study the institution of the family and look more closely 
at the current trends and what they forecast for the 
future.

Th e American family will continue to evolve and 
change even further during the next decade. Traditional 
families will account for only two out of three house-
holds, and married couples will make up slightly more 
than half of all households.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Explain the functions of the family. ◗

Describe the major variations in family structure. ◗

Defi ne marriage and describe its relationship to the  ◗

phenomenon of romantic love.

Describe the various rules governing marriage. ◗

Explain the ways in which mate selection is not  ◗

random.

Summarize recent changes in the family as an  ◗

institution.

Explain the impact of changes in divorce and child- ◗

custody laws.

Describe the various alternative family arrangements  ◗

in contemporary American society.

In a national survey, Americans were asked whether 
they agreed with the statement, “Marriage is a lifetime 
relationship that should never be ended except under 
extreme circumstances.” Seventy-six percent of the 
people agreed and only 6% disagreed. Th is belief is not 
limited to one class. When low-income unwed moth-
ers were interviewed by two sociologists, they said 
they would only marry if they were sure the relation-
ship would last for the rest of their lives. A little later 
in the survey, there was another statement “When a 
marriage is troubled and unhappy, it is generally bet-
ter for the children if the couple stays together.” Now 
of the same people who just said marriage should be 
for life, only 25% agreed with this statement. Why did 
people express what appear to be such contradictory 
statements? Andrew Cherlin, a sociologist who has 
spent his life studying the American family, believes 
the answer lies with two divergent beliefs in American 
culture. On the one hand, we think marriage is the best 
way to lead one’s life. It should be a permanent, loving 
relationship with divorce as a last resort. On the other 
hand is the strong cultural belief in individualism that 
urges people to examine their personal situations and 
make changes if they are not satisfi ed. Th e individual 
pursuit of happiness has been elevated in American 
culture and is at the root of many of the changes in the 
American family that have occurred during the past 
50 years (Cherlin, 2009).

Men and women who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s 
watched television programs such as Leave It to Beaver 
and Father Knows Best, which presented a glorifi ed ver-
sion of the family of that era. Even though many families 
did not fi t the model, the typical idealized family was 
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Functions of the Family

Social scientists often assign to the fundamental family 
unit—married parents and their off spring—a number of 
the basic functions that it serves in most, if not all, societ-
ies. Although in many societies the basic family unit serves 
some of these functions, in no society does it serve all of 
them completely or exclusively. For example, among the 
Nayar of India, a child’s biological father is socially irrel-
evant. Generally, another man takes on the social respon-
sibility of parenthood (Gough, 1952). Or consider the 
Trobrianders, a people living on a small string of islands 
north of New Guinea. Th ere, as reported by anthropologist 
Bronislaw Malinowski (1922), the father’s role in parent-
hood was not recognized, and the responsibility for rais-
ing children fell to the family of their mother’s brother.

Th e basic family is not always the fundamental unit of 
economic cooperation. Among artisans in preindustrial 
Europe, the essential economic unit was not the family but 
rather the household, typically consisting of the artisan’s 
family plus assorted apprentices and even servants (Laslett, 
1965). In some societies, members of the basic family group 
need not necessarily live in the same household. Among 
the Ashanti of western Africa, for example, husbands and 
wives live with their own mothers’ relatives (Fortes et al., 
1947). In the United States, a small but growing number 
of two-career families are fi nding it necessary to set up 
separate households in diff erent communities, sometimes 
hundreds of miles apart. Husband and wife travel back and 
forth between these households to be with each other and 
the children on weekends and during vacations.

In all societies, however, the family does serve the 
basic social functions discussed next.

Regulating Sexual Behavior
No society permits random sexual behavior. All societies 
have an incest taboo, which forbids intercourse among 

closely related individuals, although who is considered 
to be closely related varies widely. Almost universally, 
incest rules prohibit sex between parents and their chil-
dren and between brothers and sisters. However, there 
are exceptions. Th e royal families of ancient Egypt, the 
Inca nation, and early Hawaii did allow sex and marriage 
between brothers and sisters.

In the United States, marriage between parents and 
children, brothers and sisters, grandparents and grand-
children, aunts and nephews, and uncles and nieces is 
defi ned as incest and is forbidden. In addition, approxi-
mately 30 states prohibit marriage between fi rst cous-
ins. Th e incest taboo usually applies to members of one’s 
family (however the family is defi ned culturally) and 
thus it promotes marriage—and, consequently, social 
ties—among members of diff erent families.

Patterning Reproduction
Every society must replace its members. By regulat-
ing where and with whom individuals may enter into 

THE NATURE OF FAMILY LIFE ●

The U.S. Bureau of the Census distinguishes between 
a household and a family. Households consist of 
 people who share the same living space. A household 
can include one person who lives alone or several 
people who share a dwelling. A family, on the other 
hand, has a more precise definition. For example, in 
his classic study of social organization and the family, 
 anthropologist George P. Murdock (1949) defined the 
family as:

[A] social group characterized by common residence, 
economic cooperation, and reproduction. It includes 
adults of both sexes, at least two of whom maintain a 
socially approved sexual relationship, and one or more 
children, own or adopted, of the sexually cohabiting 
adults.

Th is defi nition has proved to be too limited. For 
one thing, it excludes many kinds of social groups 
that seem, on the basis of the functions they serve, to 
deserve the label of family. For example, in America, 
single-parent families are widely recognized. Despite 
Murdock’s restricted defi nition of the family, it was his 
1949 study of kinship and family in 250 societies, which 
showed the institution of the family to be present in 
every one of them, that led social scientists to believe 
that some form of the family is found in every known 
human society.

Perhaps a better understanding of the concept of the 
family can be gained by examining the various functions 
it performs in society.

Anthropologist George P. Murdock defi ned the family as a 
social group characterized by common residence, economic 
cooperation, and reproduction.
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Family Structures

Th e nuclear family is the most basic family form and 

is made up of a married couple and their biological or 

adopted children. Th e nuclear family is found in all soci-
eties, and it is from this form that all other (composite) 
family forms are derived.

Two major composite family forms have been 
defi ned: polygamous and extended families. Polyga-

mous families are nuclear families linked together by 

multiple  marriage bonds, with one central individual 

married to several spouses. Th e family is polygynous 
when the central person is male and the multiple spouses 

are female. Th e family is polyandrous when the cen-

tral person is female and the multiple spouses are male. 
Polyandry is rare; only one-half of 1% of all societies 
permit a woman to take several husbands simultane-
ously, and the women have to be wealthy members of 
those societies to do so. Th e Tlingit of southern Alaska 
are one example. Polyandry also occurs among well-
to-do Tibetan families in the highlands of Limi, Nepal 
(Fisher, 1992).

Extended families include other relations and gen-

erations in addition to the nuclear family, so that along 

with married parents and their off spring, there might be 

the parents’ parents, siblings of the parents, the siblings’ 

spouses and children, and in-laws. All the members of the 
extended family live in one house or in homes close to 
one another, forming one cooperative unit.

Families, whether nuclear or extended, trace their 
relationships through the generations in several ways. 
Under the patrilineal system, the generations are tied 

together through the males of a family; all members trace 

their kinship through the father’s line. Under the matri-

lineal system, exactly the opposite is the case: Th e gen-

erations are tied together through the females of a family. 
Under the bilateral system, descent passes through both 

females and males of a family. Although in American soci-
ety descent is bilateral, the majority of the world’s societ-
ies are either patrilineal or matrilineal (Murdock, 1949).

In patrilineal societies, social, economic, and politi-
cal aff airs usually are organized around the kinship rela-
tionships among men, and men tend to dominate public 
aff airs. Polygyny often is permitted, and men also tend 
to dominate family aff airs. Sociologists use the term 
patriarchal family to describe situations in which most 

family aff airs are dominated by men. Th e matriarchal 

family, in which most family aff airs are dominated by 

women, is relatively uncommon but does exist. Typically, 
it emerges in matrilineal societies. Th e matriarchal 
family is becoming increasingly common in American 
society, however, with the rise of single-parent families 
(most often headed by mothers).

Whatever form the family takes and whatever func-
tions it serves, it generally requires a marriage to exist. 
Like the family, marriage varies from society to society 
in its forms.

sexual relationships, society also patterns sexual repro-
duction. By permitting or forbidding certain forms 
of marriage (multiple wives or multiple husbands, 
for example) a society can encourage or discourage 
reproduction.

Organizing Production and Consumption
In preindustrial societies, the economic system often 
depended on each family producing much of what it 
consumed. In almost all societies, the family consumes 
food and other necessities as a social unit. Th erefore, a 
society’s economic system and family structures often 
are closely correlated.

Socializing Children
Not only must a society reproduce itself biologically by 
producing children, it also must ensure that its children 
are encouraged to accept the lifestyle it favors, to master 
the skills it values, and to perform the work it requires. 
In other words, a society must provide  predictable social 
situations within which its children are to be socialized 
(see Chapter 4, “Socialization and Development”). Th e 
family provides such a context almost universally, at 
least during the period when the child is dependent 
on the constant attention of others. Th e family is ide-
ally suited to this task because its members know the 
child from birth and are aware of its special abilities and 
needs.

Providing Care and Protection
Every human being needs food and shelter. In addition, 
we all need to be among people who care for us emo-
tionally, who help us with the problems that arise in daily 
life, and who back us up when we come into confl ict with 
others. Although many kinds of social groups are capable 
of meeting one or more of these needs, the family often is 
the one group in a society that meets them all.

Providing Social Status
Simply by being born into a family, each individual 
receives both material goods and a socially recognized 
position defi ned by ascribed statuses (see Chapter 5, 
“Social Interaction”). Th ese statuses include social class 
or caste membership and ethnic identity. Our inherited 
social position, or family background, probably is the 
single most important social factor aff ecting the pre-
dictable course of our lives.

Th us, we see that Murdock’s defi nition of the family, 
based only on specifi c roles, is indeed too restrictive. 
A much more productive way of defi ning the family 
would be to view it as a universal institution that gener-
ally serves the functions previously discussed, although 
the way it does so may vary greatly from one society to 
another. Th e diff erent ways various social functions are 
fulfi lled by the institution of the family depend, in some 
instances, on the form the family takes.
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When college students from 10 countries were 
asked whether they would marry without love, 86% of 
American college students said they would not. Only 
24% of college students from India said no to marriage 
without love. Cultures are likely to indulge in romantic 
love if they are wealthy and value individualism over the 
community (Levine, 1993).

Romantic love can be defi ned in terms of fi ve dimen-
sions: (1) idealization of the loved one, (2) the notion of 
a one and only, (3) love at fi rst sight, (4) love winning 
out over all, and (5) an indulgence of personal emotions 
(Lantz, 1982).

In some cultures, people expect love to develop after 
marriage. Hindu children are taught that marital love is 
the essence of life. Men and women often enter married 
life enthusiastically expecting a romance to develop. As 
the Hindu saying goes, “First we marry, then we fall in 
love” (Fisher, 1992).

In many of the world’s other societies, romantic love 
is unknown or seen as a strange maladjustment. It might 
exist, but it has nothing to do with marriage. Marriage 
in these societies is seen as an institution that organizes 
or patterns the establishment of economic, social, and 
even political relationships among families. Th ree fami-
lies ultimately are involved: families of origin or fami-

lies of orientation, the two families that produced the 

two spouses and their family of procreation, the family 

created by the spouses’ union.
A belief in romantic love helps make men and women 

more independent of their relatives. Romantic love 
weakens the emotional ties that bind people to their 
families. It makes it natural for partners to be commit-
ted to each other and provide mutual support. Romantic 
love provides a legitimate way to move out of the family 
without creating tensions and jealousies.

Marriage Rules

In every society, marriage is the binding link that makes 
possible the existence of the family. All societies have 
norms or rules governing who may marry whom and 
where the newlywed couples should live. Th ese rules 
vary, but certain typical arrangements occur in many 
societies around the world.

Almost all societies have two kinds of marriage norms 
or rules. Rules of endogamy limit the social categories 

from within which one can choose a marriage partner. For 
example, many Americans still attempt to instill in their 
children the idea that one should marry someone within 
the ethnic, religious, or economic group of one’s family 
of origin.

Rules of exogamy, by contrast, require an individual 

to marry someone outside his or her culturally defi ned 

group. For example, in many tribal groups, members 
must marry outside their lineage. In the United States, 
there are laws forbidding the marriage of close relatives, 
although the rules are variable.

DEFINING MARRIAGE ●

Marriage, an institution found in all societies, is the 
socially recognized, legitimized, and supported union of 

individuals of opposite sexes. It diff ers from other unions 
(such as friendships) in that (1) it is initiated in a pub-
lic (and usually formal) manner; (2) it includes sexual 
intercourse as an explicit element of the relationship; (3) 
it provides the essential condition for legitimizing off -
spring (i.e., it provides newborns with socially accepted 
statuses); and (4) it is intended to be a stable and endur-
ing relationship. Th us, although almost all societies allow 
for divorce—that is, the breakup of marriage—no soci-
ety endorses it as an ideal norm. Sociologists will need 
to revise the defi nition of marriage now that a number of 
European countries and several states in America have 
legalized same sex marriages

Romantic Love

What would you think of someone who used the follow-
ing proposal of marriage?

It does not appear to me that my hand is unworthy of your 
acceptance, or that the establishment I can off er would 
be any other than highly desirable. My situation in life, my 
connections with the family, and my relationship to your 
own, are circumstances highly in my favor; and you should 
take it into further consideration, that in spite of manifold 
attractions, it is by no means certain that another off er of 
marriage may even be made to you.

Th is proposal, which would very likely produce out-
rage and be rejected by many women today, was made 
by Mr. Collins to Elizabeth in Jane Austen’s novel, Pride 

and Prejudice (Austen, 1813). In addition to seeming 
exceedingly arrogant, it also appears to lack any sign 
that love exists. Americans are strong believers in the 
power of love. Over half of American adults (52%) said 
they believed in love at fi rst sight. Four in ten Americans 
said they have actually fallen in love at fi rst sight and 
almost three-quarters believed that one true love existed 
(Gallup Poll, February 2001).

We also expect to have an exceptionally close relation-
ship with the person we marry. Emotional and spiritual 
connection rank far above the need for fi nancial security 
in forming a romantic partnership. Eighty-one percent 
of women ages 20 to 29 reported that “it is more impor-
tant to have a husband who can communicate about his 
deepest feelings than it is to have a husband who makes 
a good living” (Maybury, 2002).

Americans are also strongly wedded to the view that 
there is a compatibility between romantic love and the 
institution of marriage. Not only do we believe they are 
compatible, but we expect them to coexist. Our culture 
implies that without the prospect of marriage, romance 
is immoral and that without romance, marriage is 
empty. Th is view underlies most romantic fi ction and 
other media presentations.
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this situation often leads to considerable marital stress, 
with husbands going home to their own mothers’ fami-
lies when domestic confl ict becomes intolerable.

Bilocal residence and neolocal residence allow 
greater fl exibility and a wider range of household forms 
because young couples can move to places in which 
the social, economic, and political advantages might 
be greatest. One disadvantage of neolocal residence is 
that a young couple cannot count on the immediate 
presence of kinfolk to help out in times of need or with 
demanding household chores (including the rearing of 
children). In the United States today, the surrogate or 
non-kin “family,” made up of neighbors, friends, and 
colleagues at work, might help fi ll this void. In other 
societies, polygynous neolocal families help overcome 
such diffi  culties, with a number of wives cooperating in 
household work.

Mate Selection

Like our patterns of family life, America’s rules for 
marriage and mate selection spring from those of our 
society’s European ancestors. Because we have been 
nourished, through songs and cinema, by the notions 

Th ese norms vary widely across cultures, but every-
where they serve basic social functions. Rules of exogamy 
determine the ties and boundaries between social groups, 
linking them through the institution of marriage and 
whatever social, economic, and political obligations go 
along with it. Rules of endogamy, by requiring people to 
marry within specifi c groups, reinforce group boundaries 
and perpetuate them from one generation to the next.

Marriage rules also determine how many spouses 
a person may have at one time. Among many groups, 
Europeans and Americans, for example, marriage is 
monogamous—that is, each person is allowed only one 

spouse at a time. However, many societies allow mul-

tiple marriages, in which an individual may have more 

than one spouse (polygamy). Polygyny, the most common 
form of polygamy, is found among such diverse peoples 
as the Swazi of Africa, the Tiwi of Australia, and, formerly, 
the Blackfeet Indians of the United States. Polyandry, as 
noted earlier, is extremely rare (Murdock, 1949).

As Marvin Harris (1975) has noted, “Some form of 
polygamy occurs in 90 percent of the world’s cultures.” 
However, within each such society, only a minority of 
people actually can aff ord it. In addition, the industrial 
revolution favored monogamy for reasons we shall dis-
cuss shortly. Th erefore, monogamy is the most common 
and widespread form of marriage in the world today.

Marital Residence

After two people are married, they must set up house-
keeping. Most societies have strongly held norms that 
infl uence where a couple lives. Marital residence rules 
govern where a couple settles down. Patrilocal residence 
calls for the new couple to settle down near or within the 

husband’s father’s household—as among Greek villag-
ers and the Swazi of Africa. Matrilocal residence calls 

for the new couple to settle down near or within the wife’s 

mother’s household—as among the Hopi Indians of the 
American Southwest.

Some societies, such as the Blackfeet Indians, allow 
bilocal residence, in which new couples choose whether 

to live with the husband’s or wife’s family of origin. In mod-
ern industrial society, newlyweds typically have even 
more freedom. With neolocal residence, the couple may 

choose to live virtually anywhere, even thousands of miles 
from their families of origin. In practice, however, it is 
not unusual for American newlyweds to set up house-
keeping near one of their respective families.

Marital residence rules play a major role in deter-
mining the compositions of households. With patrilocal 
residence, groups of men remain in the familiar context 
of their father’s home, and their sisters leave to join their 
husbands. In other words, after marriage, the women 
leave home to live as strangers among their husband’s 
kinfolk. With matrilocal residence, just the opposite is 
true; women and their children remain at home, and 
husbands are the outsiders. In many matrilocal societies, 

In India, it is not unusual for girls to be betrothed at an early 
age; this bride is four years old. The boy is only 2–3 years older.
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Age
In American society, people generally marry within their 
own age range. Comparatively few marriages have a 
wide gap between the ages of the two partners. In addi-
tion, only 23.2% of American women marry men who 
are younger than themselves. On the average, in a fi rst 
marriage for both the man and the woman, the man 
tends to be about two years older than the woman. Th is 
is, however, related to age at the time of marriage. For 
example, 20-year-old men marry women with a median 
age only one month younger. Twenty-fi ve-year-old men 
marry women with a median age of 11 months younger. 
For 30- to 34-year-old men, the median age for wives is 
2.8 years younger; whereas for men over 65, the median 
age for wives is nearly 10 years younger (Bureau of the 
Census, 1991).

In 1890, the estimated median age at fi rst marriage 
was 26.1 years for men and 22.0 years for women. At 
that time, a decline in the median age at fi rst marriage 
began; it did not end until 1956, when the median age 
reached a low of 20.1 years for women and 22.5 years 
for men. Th is 66-year decline has been reversed, and in 
2007, the median age at fi rst marriage exceeded the 1890 
level, standing at 27.4 years for men and 25.6 for women 
(Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Age homogamy appears to hold for all groups within 
the population. Studies show that it is true for blacks 
as well as whites and for professionals as well as labor-
ers. Clearly, the norms of our society are very eff ective in 
causing people of similar age to marry each other.

Race
Homogamy is most obvious in the area of race. It was 
only about four decades ago that Thurgood Marshall, 
who was only months away from appointment to the 
Supreme Court, suffered an indignity that seems hard 
to believe today. Marshall and his wife had found a 
house in a Virginia suburb of Washington, D.C. There 
was one problem, however. Virginia did not allow 
interracial marriages, and Marshall was black and his 
wife was Asian. Just in the nick of time, the Supreme 
Court ruled that these laws were unconstitutional in 
January 1967. A Gallup poll from that time showed 
that 72% of Southern whites and 42% of Northern 
whites thought interracial marriage should be banned 
(Sailer, 1997).

Th e laws in 19 states that sought to stop interracial 
marriage through legislation in the 1960s varied widely, 
and there was great confusion because of various court 
interpretations. In Arizona before 1967, it was illegal for 
a white person to marry a black, Hindu, Malay, or Asian 
person. Th e same thing was true in Wyoming, and resi-
dents of that state were also prohibited from marrying 
mulattos.

In 1966, Virginia’s Supreme Court of Appeals had 
to decide on the legality of a marriage that had taken 
place in Washington, D.C., in 1958 between Richard 

of “love at fi rst sight,” “love is blind,” and “love con-
quers all,” most of us probably believe that in the 
United States there are no rules for mate selection. 
Research shows, however, that this is not necessarily 
true.

If we think statistically about mate selection, we 
must admit that in no way is it random. Consider for a 
moment what would happen if it were. Given the popu-
lation distribution of the United States, blacks would be 
more likely to marry whites than members of their race; 
upper-class individuals would have a greater chance of 
marrying a lower-class person; and various culturally 
improbable but statistically probable combinations of 
age, education, and religion would take place. In actual 
fact, homogamy—the tendency of like to marry like—is 
much more the rule.

Th ere are numerous ways in which homogamy can 
be achieved. One way is to let someone older and wiser, 
such as a parent or matchmaker, pair up appropriately 
suited individuals. Th roughout history, this has been 
one of the most common ways by which marriages 
have taken place. Th e role of the couple in question can 
range from having no say about the matter whatsoever 
to having some sort of veto power. Th is tradition is quite 
strong in Islamic countries such as Pakistan. Benazir 
Bhutto, the two-time Pakistani prime minister who 
was assassinated in 2007, agreed to an arranged mar-
riage despite her Western education and feminist lean-
ings. She submitted to Islamic cultural traditions, under 
which dating is not considered acceptable behavior for 
a woman.

In the United States, most people who marry do not 
use the services of a matchmaker, though the result in 
terms of similarity of background is so highly patterned 
that it could seem as if a very conscious homogamous 
matchmaking eff ort were involved.

As late as 1966, 19 states sought to stop interracial marriage 
through legislation.
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Religion
Unlike many European nations, none of the American 
states has ever had legislation restricting interreligious 
marriage. Religious homogamy is not nearly as wide-
spread as is racial homogamy, although most marriages 
still involve people of the same religion.

Attitudes toward religious intermarriage vary some-
what from one religious group to another. Almost all 
religious bodies try to discourage or control marriage 
outside the religion, but they vary in the extent of their 
opposition. Before 1970, the Roman Catholic Church 
would not allow a priest to perform an interreligious 
marriage ceremony unless the non-Catholic partner 
promised to rear the children of the union as Catholics, 
and the Catholic partner promised to encourage the 
non-Catholic to convert. However, in the late 1960s, the 
Catholic Church softened its policy, and since 1970, the 
pope has allowed local bishops to permit mixed-religion 
marriages to be performed without a priest and has elim-
inated the requirement that the non-Catholic partner 
promise to rear the children as Catholics. Nevertheless, 
the Catholic partner must still promise to try to have the 
children raised as Catholic.

Protestant denominations and sects also diff er with 
regard to the barriers they place on the intermarriage 
of their members. At one extreme are the Mennonites, 
who excommunicate any member who marries outside 
the faith. At the other are numerous denominations that 
may encourage their members to marry within the faith 
but provide no formal penalties for those who do not 
(Heer, 1980).

Jewish religious bodies also diff er in their degree of 
opposition to religious intermarriage. Orthodox Jews 
are the most adamantly opposed to intermarriage, 
whereas Conservative and Reform Jews, although by no 
means endorsing it, are more tolerant when it does take 
place. Jewish intermarriage rates have been increasing 
dramatically in recent years, with about 50% of all Jews 
marrying someone of another religion.

Religious leaders often are concerned about religious 
intermarriage, for a variety of reasons. Some claim that 
one or both intermarrying parties are lost to the religion, 
and others believe that the potential for marital success 
is decreased greatly in intermarriage.

Complex factors are involved in intermarriage, 
and simplistic and unequivocal predictions are not 
warranted.

Most marriages still involve those of the same reli-
gion. Th ere is, however, a clear trend of more religious 
intermarriages in the United States today.

Social Status
Level of education and type of occupation are two mea-
sures of social status. In these areas, there is usually a 
great deal of similarity between people who marry each 
other. Men tend to marry women who are slightly below 
them in education and social status, although these 

P. Loving, a white man, and his part-Indian and part-
black wife, Mildred Loving. Th e court unanimously 
upheld the state’s ban on interracial marriages. Th e 
couple appealed the case to the United States Supreme 
Court, which agreed to decide whether state laws 
prohibiting racial intermarriage were constitutional. 
Previously, all courts had ruled that the laws were not 
discriminatory because they applied to both whites 
and nonwhites. However, on June 12, 1967, the Supreme 
Court ruled that states could not outlaw racial inter-
marriage. Today about 5% of U.S. married couples 
include spouses of a diff erent race. Th is small percent-
age masks a remarkable growth in the number of inter-
racial marriages. Since 1970, the number of black and 
white interracial married couples has increased from 
300,000 to 2,274,000 in 2006 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
2008).

Th e most common type of interracial marriage is 
one between a white husband and a wife of a race other 
than black. Th e next most common is between a white 
woman and a man of a race other than black. Th ese types 
of interracial marriages have been increasing substan-
tially while black-white interracial marriages appear to 
be leveling off .

Interracial marriages are more likely to involve at 
least one previously married partner than are marriages 
between spouses of the same race. In addition, brides 
and grooms who marry interracially tend to be older 
than the national average.

Th e degree of education also diff ers in interracial mar-
riages. White grooms in interracial marriages are more 
likely to have completed college than white grooms who 
marry within their race. In all white couples, 18% of the 
grooms hold college degrees. In a marriage involving a 
white groom and a black bride, 24% of the men fi nished 
college.

Among black men married to women of other races, 
only 5% had completed college, whereas 13% of black 
men married to white women had done so. Th is com-
pares with 9% of black men whose spouses were also 
black who held college degrees.

Although the rate of interracial marriage is grow-
ing, the proportions vary widely by state. Hawaii has 
the distinction of having both the highest number 
and the greatest proportion of interracial marriages. 
Almost one-fourth of all marriages there are inter-
racial, the majority of which are Asian–Caucasian 
unions. Alaska is second to Hawaii in the proportion 
of interracial marriages; 13% of the state’s marriages 
are interracial.

Illinois has the largest number of white brides marry-
ing black grooms of any state. Th e record for the reverse 
combination—black brides marrying white grooms—is 
held by New Jersey.

Even though their total numbers are still small, 
racially mixed marriages have become increasingly 
common in America’s melting pot.
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1. Th e so-called red states that encourage 

traditional families have lower divorce rates 

than the more liberal blue states.

False. Traditional family values do not seem to pro-
vide much protection against divorce. Th e highest 
divorce rates are found in the more conservative 
red states such as Arkansas, Oklahoma, and West 
Virginia in contrast to more liberal blue states such 
as Pennsylvania and Massachusetts.
2. One of the reasons there is more divorce today 

than in the past is because people live longer 

and there is more time to get divorced.

False. Even though people live longer, they also marry 
later than in the past. About half of all divorces take place 
before the seventh year of marriage and are not infl u-
enced by life span. Th e length of the typical divorce-free 
marriage today is similar to what it was 50 years ago.
3. If your parents divorced, your chances of 

divorcing are increased.

True. It appears that living in a family that has experi-
enced divorce undermines the view that marriage is 
a lifelong commitment. Th e risk nearly triples if both 
partners come from homes that experienced a divorce.
4. Because the high divorce rate weeds out the 

unhappy marriages, people who stay married 

have happier marriages than people did in the 

past when everyone stuck it out, no matter how 

bad the marriage.

False. Th e general level of happiness in marriages may 
have declined slightly. Marriages today have more 

work-related stress, more marital confl ict, and less 
marital interaction than 20 to 30 years ago.
5. An unmarried woman is more likely to expe-

rience domestic violence than a married 

woman.

True. Unmarried women, particularly those who 
cohabit with a man, are more likely to be the victims 
of domestic abuse.
6. Second marriages are more successful than 

fi rst marriages because people learn from 

their mistakes.

False. Th e divorce rate for second marriages is higher 
than for fi rst marriages.
7. Women are more likely than men to be the ones 

who initiate a divorce.

True. Women initiate two-thirds of all divorces. One 
reason may be that in most states, men stand a small 
chance of gaining custody of their children. A divorce 
usually means that they will have to pay child support 
but have limited contact with the children.
8. Teenage marriages are fairly successful if they 

can get through the fi rst year.

False. Marrying in your teens increases the likelihood 
of divorce two to three times over that of couples in 
their 20s and older.

Source: David Popenoe, “Th e Top Ten Myths of Divorce,” 
National Marriage Project, http://marriage.rutgers.edu/
Publications/Print/Print%20Myths%20of%20Divorce.htm, 
accessed June 16, 2009.

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY:

Marriage and Divorce Quiz

1 Th

D

M

diff erences are within a narrow range. Wide-ranging dif-
ferences between the two people often contain an ele-
ment of exploitation. One partner might either be trying 
to make a major leap on the social class ladder or be 
looking for an easy way of taking advantage of the other 
partner because of unequal power.

Th e typical high-school environment often plays 
a major role in maintaining social status homogamy 
because it is in high school that students have to start 
making plans for their future careers. Some might 
go to college, and others might plan on going to work 
directly after graduation. Th is process causes the stu-
dents to be divided into two groups: the college bound 
and the workforce bound. Although the lines separat-
ing these two groups are by no means impenetrable, in 
many high schools these two groups maintain separate 
social activities. In this way, barriers against dating and 
future marriage between those of unlike social status 

are set up. After graduation, those who attend college 
are more likely to associate with other college students 
and to choose their mates from that pool. Th ose who 
have joined the workforce are more likely to choose their 
mates from that environment. In this way, similarities 
in education between marriage partners really are not 
accidental.

As with several of the factors we have discussed 
already, education, social class, and occupation produce 
a similarity of experience and values among people. Just 
as growing up in an Italian-American family can make 
one feel comfortable with Italian customs and traits, 
going to college can make one feel comfortable with those 
who have experienced that environment. Similarities in 
social status, then, are as much a result of socialization 
and culture as of conscious choice. We most likely will 
marry a person we feel comfortable with—a person who 
has had experiences similar to our own.

http://marriage.rutgers.edu/Publications/Print/Print%20Myths%20of%20Divorce.htm
http://marriage.rutgers.edu/Publications/Print/Print%20Myths%20of%20Divorce.htm
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“Social Class in the United States”) so talented workers 
can be recruited to positions of greater responsibility 
(with greater material rewards and increased prestige). 
A family that is too closely tied to other families in its 
kinship network will fi nd it diffi  cult to break free and 
climb into a higher social class. However, if families in 
the higher social classes are too tightly linked by kinship 
ties, newly arriving families will fi nd it very diffi  cult to 
fi t into their new social environment. Hence, the iso-
lated nuclear family is well suited to the social mobility 
required in an industrial society.

Th ird, the modern nuclear family is more open to 
inheritance and descent through both sides of the fam-
ily. Valuable material resources and social opportunities 
are not inherited mainly by the oldest males. Th is means 
that all children in a family will have a chance to develop 
their skills, which in turn means that industry will have 
a larger, more talented, and fl exible labor force from 
which to hire workers.

By the early twentieth century, then, the nuclear fam-
ily had evolved fully among the working classes of indus-
trial society. It rested on (1) the child-centered family, (2) 
companionate marriage (i.e., marriage based on roman-

tic love), (3) increased equality for women, (4) decreased 
links with extended families or kinship networks, (5) 
increased geographical mobility, (6) increased social 
mobility, and (7) the clear separation between work and 
leisure. Also, because much of the work was hard and 
boring, the nuclear family was expected to provide emo-
tional support for its members.

Th e World War II years also had a profound eff ect 
on the American family. Th e war necessitated hun-
dreds of thousands of women to work outside the 
home to support their families. Th ey often had to take 
jobs that were vital to the American economy but had 
been vacated when their husbands went to fi ght over-
seas. After the war, an eff ort was made to “defeminize” 
the workforce. Nevertheless, many women remained 
on the job, and those who left knew what it was like 
to work for pay outside the home. Th ings were never 
the same again for the American family, and family life 
began to change.

Th e initial changes were not all that apparent. 
Indeed, by the 1950s, the United States had entered 
the most family-oriented period in its history. Th is was 
the era of the baby boom, and couples were marrying 
at the youngest ages in recorded American history. 
During the 1950s, 96% of women in the child-bearing 
years married (Blumstein and Schwartz, 1983). Th e war 
years’ experiences also paved the way for secondary 
groups and formal organization (see Chapter 6, “Social 
Groups and Organization”) gradually to take over many 
of the family’s traditional activities and functions. Th e 
prime task of socializing the young was shifted from 
the family to the schools. Social workers intruded into 
the home, off ering constantly expanding welfare ser-
vices from outside agencies. Th e juvenile court system 

Coming to terms with the constraints on our mar-
riage choices can be a sobering experience. What we 
thought to be freedom of choice in selecting a mate 
is revealed instead by various studies to be governed 
by rules and patterns. (For more information on mar-
riage and divorce in the United States, see “Day-to-Day 
Sociology: Marriage and Divorce Quiz”.)

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE FAMILY ●

Th e American family has gone through a variety of 
transformations. During preindustrial times, all mem-
bers of the household, whether they were parents, 
children, or boarders, had to contribute in some way 
to help the family survive economically. Work was not 
defi ned by strict gender and age restrictions (Ruane 
and Cerulo, 2004).

Th e industrial revolution produced further changes 
and helped produce the relatively isolated nuclear 
family with weak ties to an extensive kinship network. 
Th is type of family was well adapted to the pressures of 
industrialism.

First, industrialism demands that workers be geo-
graphically mobile so that a workforce is available 
wherever new industries emerge. Th e modern nuclear 
family, by having cut many of its ties to extended family 
networks, is freer to move than its predecessors. It was 
among laborers’ families that extended kinship ties fi rst 
were weakened. Eventually, middle- and upper-class 
families followed in the same direction.

Second, industrialism requires a certain degree of 
movement between the social classes (see Chapter 8, 

In the early 1950s this steelworker in Youngstown, Ohio earned 
320 dollars per month for a 40 hour work week. His salary was 
enough to support a comfortable lifestyle for his wife and their 
two children.
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the 1950s and 1960s. As people live longer, a larger share 
of the married-couple households are older and their 
children are living on their own. With the decline of the 
traditional family, alternative family structures have 
become more common.

Changes in the Marriage Rate

Are fewer people marrying now than in the past? Th e 
answer depends on how you evaluate the data. One way 
to look at it is to ask how many marriages there are. 
In 2008, there were 2.112 million marriages. A second 
way to look at it is to take the marriage rate per 1,000 
of never-married women ages 15 and older. Th is is the 
proportion of eligible women marrying. Th e marriage 
rate for unmarried women began to plummet around 
1975, and today it is at an all-time low of 39.2 per 1,000 
(see Figure 12-1).

Th e decline in marriage could be exaggerated. Th e 
age 15 cutoff  point for comparing marriage rates can be 
deceptive because people now just do not wed at such 
an early age (Basharov, 1999). Since 1960, the average 
age for women to marry for the fi rst time has increased 
by 5.3 years—from 20.3 years to 25.6 in 2008. For men, 
the average age increased 4.6 years from 22.8 to 27.4 
(Bureau of the Census, 2009).

To measure marriage rates accurately today, we 
should look at the percentage of women who are “ever 
married.” “Assuming that one should not count teen-
agers because so few marry, in 1960 the proportion of 
women 20 and older who had ever been married was 
90%.” Since then there has been little change in that 
number. Young people today marry later and often plan 

expanded, in the belief that defi ciencies in the families 
of youthful off enders could be addressed by outside 
agencies.

Th us, the modern period has seen what sociologists 
refer to as the transfer of functions from the family to 
outside institutions. Th is transfer has had a great eff ect 
on the family, and it underlies the trends that currently 
are troubling many people.

Th ere are several problems in trying to assess the pre-
vailing state of the family. Some feel that the family is 
deteriorating, and they cite the examples of divorce rates 
and single-parent families to support their view. Others 
think of the family as an institution that is in transition 
but just as stable as ever. Was the family of the past with 
everyone working for the betterment of the whole bet-
ter? Or has the family structure changed throughout his-
tory in response to the economic and political changes 
within society? In this next section, we shall explore 
these views and attempt to clarify the current direction 
of family life.

The Decline of the Traditional Family

Th e number of “traditional” families, that is, married 
couples with children, has been decreasing steadily. 
With the aging of baby boomers and declining birth 
rates, the percentage of families with children at home 
had decreased from 57% in the early 1960s to 46% in 
2008 (Bureau of the Census, 2009).

Th e decline of the traditional family structure can 
also be attributed to the postponement of marriage 
and single-parent families resulting from divorce or out 
of wedlock births. People are also living longer than in 
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FIGURE 12-1 Number of Marriages per 1,000 Unmarried Women, Ages 15 and Older, 
1960–2007
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States, 1986, p. 79, Table 124; Births, Marriages, Divorces and Deaths: Provisional Data for 2007, National Vital Statistics Report 56, no. 21, 
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couple households has grown eightfold since 1970, from 
523,000 to 6.8 million in 2008. Th ere was one unmarried 
couple for every 10 married couples in the United States 
in 2008, compared with only one for every 100 in 1970 
(Bureau of the Census, 2009).

An unmarried-couple household, as defi ned by the 
U.S. census bureau, contains only two adults with or 
without children younger than 15 years of age present. 
Th e adults must be of opposite sexes and not related to 
one another (Bureau of the Census, 2009).

It is possible that the increase in cohabitation fi gures 
represents better data collection as much as it represents 
an increase in couples living together. However, all signs 
point to an increase in cohabitation (see Figure 12-2).

Even though the percentage of cohabiting couples in 
the total population is relatively small, many people have 
lived with a partner outside of marriage at some point. 
More than four in ten women have been in an unmarried 
domestic partnership at some point in their lives.

For some, cohabitation is a prelude to marriage; for 
others, an alternative to marriage; and for still others, 
simply an alternative to living alone. Cohabitation is 
more common among those of lower educational and 
income levels. Recent data show that among women 
in the 19 to 44 age range, 60% of high-school dropouts 
have cohabited compared to 37% of college graduates 
(Bumpass and Lu, 2000). Cohabitation is also more 
common among those who are less religious than their 
peers, those who have been divorced, and those who 
have experienced parental divorce, fatherlessness, or 
high levels of marital discord during childhood. A grow-
ing percentage of cohabiting couple households, now 
more than one third, contain children (Smock, 2000).

to make their marriage a partnership of equals but they 
do marry (Besharov, 1999).

All of this may begin to explain why cohabitation 
has emerged as a major change in couple relationships. 
Although the marriage rate may be down, cohabitation 
is certainly up (see Figure 12-2).

Cohabitation

Cohabitation, or unmarried couples living together out 

of wedlock, has increased dramatically in the past 20 
years and is already having a signifi cant impact on the 
American family. In 1988, fewer than one in fi ve mar-
ried Americans said they lived with their spouse before 
marriage. Th e latest numbers show that percentage has 
nearly doubled to 37%. Th e increase is largely accounted 
for by the behavior of younger people (those under age 
50), a majority of whom (51%) say they lived together 
prior to marriage. Among those over the age of 50, only 
15% say they lived with their spouse before getting mar-
ried (Jones, 2002).

Although we have a great deal of information on mar-
riages, we have less data on cohabitation in the United 
States within the past two decades and almost no infor-
mation about it before that time.

Most adults in the United States eventually marry. In 
2007, 91% of women ages 45 to 54 had been married at 
least once. Th e increasing social acceptance of cohabita-
tion has resulted in defi nitions of being married or being 
single becoming less clear-cut. As the personal lives of 
unmarried couples start to resemble those of their 
married counterparts, the meaning and permanence 
of marriage changes also. Th e number of unmarried-
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FIGURE 12-2 Number of Cohabitating Couples 1960–2007
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years see postponement of marriage and childbear-
ing as pathways to a good job and economic indepen-
dence. For many women, this temporary postponement 
becomes permanent either by choice or chance. Women 
with the highest levels of education, those engaged in 
managerial and professional occupations, and those 
with the highest family incomes have the highest levels 
of childlessness.

Childlessness among women 40 to 44 years old 
(most women have completed childbearing by this age) 
increased from 10% in 1980 to 20% in 2006 (Bureau of 
the Census, 2009). Th is is the continuation of a trend 
that began in 1984. Th at was the year when there were 
more childless couples in the United States than couples 
with children younger than 18. Th is reversal of the ratio 
of couples with children to childless couples from what 
was the case throughout most of our history will con-
tinue into the foreseeable future (Fields, 2001).

Some of these couples plan to have children at some 
point. More than half of all women younger than 35 who are 
childless expect to have a child in the future. Others are non-
parents either by choice or because of fertility problems.

Changes in Household Size

Changes in household size need not be seen as either 
positive nor negative. Th e American household of 1790 
had an average of 5.8 members; by 2007, the average 
number had dropped to 2.6 (Bureau of the Census, 2008). 
Th e same trend also has been evident in other parts of 
the world. Th e average rural household in Japan in 1660 
often had 20 or more members, but by the 1960s, the 
rural Japanese household averaged only 4.5 members. 
One reason for the reduction in size of the American 
household may be that today it is very unusual to house 
unrelated people. Until the 1940s, for a variety of reasons, 

Cohabitation is often seen as a prelude to marriage. 
Single people see it as a way to make sure that the couple 
is compatible before getting married. At least one of the 
partners expects the arrangement to result in marriage 
in 90% of cohabitations.

Th e reality does not bear out these overly optimistic 
expectations, however. Only 58% of women who cohabit 
end up marrying the man (Bramlett and Mosher, 2002).

Many young people believe that living together 
before marriage is a good way to “fi nd out whether you 
really get along,” which would prevent a bad marriage 
and eventual divorce. “But the available data on the 
eff ects of cohabitation fail to confi rm this belief. In fact, 
a substantial body of evidence indicates that those who 
live together before marriage are more likely to break 
up after marriage.” Th e probability of a fi rst marriage 
ending in separation or divorce within fi ve years is 20%, 
but the probability of a marriage involving cohabitation 
breaking up within fi ve years is 49%. After 10 years, the 
probability of a fi rst marriage ending is 33%, compared 
with 62% for cohabitations (Bramlett and Mosher, 2002). 
(See Figure 12-3 for high school seniors’ attitudes about 
cohabitation.)

Th is evidence is controversial because it is diffi  cult to 
discount the fact that people who cohabit before mar-
riage have diff erent characteristics from those who do 
not. It can be these characteristics, and not the expe-
rience of cohabitation, that lead to marital instability. 
Th ere is no clear evidence yet that those who cohabit 
before marriage have stronger marriages than those 
who do not (Whitehead and Popenoe, 2002).

Childless Couples

Childlessness among married couples has been increas-
ing in recent years. Many women in the childbearing 
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probably the single most important recent change in 
American society (U.S. Department of Labor, 2008).

Th is change has come about because of a number of 
factors. After World War II, many women who took jobs 
in record numbers to ease labor shortages during the 
war remained on the job. Th eir numbers increased the 
social acceptability of the working woman. Widespread 
use of contraceptives is a second important factor. 
Eff ective contraception gave women the freedom to 
decide whether and when to have children. As a result, 
many women postponed childbearing and continued 
their educations. Baby boomers also had diff erent eco-
nomic expectations when they entered the workforce.

Having two incomes became important to ensure the 
lifestyle and standard of living they had come to expect.

Family Violence

It appears that we are in greater danger of being the vic-
tim of violence when we are with our families than when 
we are in a public place. Recent years have seen a num-
ber of high-profi le cases in which spouses have attacked 
each other, parents have attacked children, and children 
have attacked and killed parents.

Family violence is greater in poor and minority house-
holds, but it occurs in families at all socioeconomic lev-
els. Research has shown the incidence of family violence 
to be highest among urban lower-class families. It is 
high among families with more than four children and 
in those in which the husband is unemployed. Families 
in which child abuse occurs tend to be socially isolated, 
living in crowded and otherwise inadequate housing. 
Research on family violence has tended to focus on 
lower socioeconomic groups, but scattered data from 
school counselors and mental health agencies suggest 
that family violence also is a serious problem among 
America’s more affl  uent households.

Children who are victims of abuse are more likely to 
be abusive as adults than are children who did not expe-
rience family violence. Research shows that about 30% 
of adults who were abused as children are abusive to 
their own children (Gelles and Conte, 1990). In essence, 
they have been socialized to respond to frustrating situ-
ations with anger and violent outbursts.

Sociologists are trying to determine whether fam-
ily violence is rising or decreasing in American society. 
Some sociologists believe there has been a decline due 
to the changing public attitudes toward family violence. 
Behavior that was formerly acceptable is now consid-
ered wrong. As a result, people may be less willing to 
accept violent behavior from a spouse or a parent, and 
outsiders are more willing to intervene when they sus-
pect abuse.

Changes in society that have aff ected the family also 
may have contributed to a decline in family violence. 
People are getting married later and having fewer chil-
dren. Many women are in the labor force. Th ese facts 

it was common for people to have non-kin living with 
them, either as laborers for the fi elds or as boarders who 
helped with the rent payment.

Th e reduction in the number of non-relatives living 
with the family explains only part of the continuing 
reduction in the average household size. Another rea-
son may be a rapid decrease in the number of aging par-
ents living with grown children and their families. Some 
point to this as evidence of the fragmentation and loss 
of intimacy present in the contemporary family. At the 
turn of the century, more than 60% of those 65 or older 
lived with one or more of their children; today this fi gure 
is less than 10%.

How can we account for so many more old people 
living apart from their families? We might be tempted 
to say that the family has become so self-centered and 
so unable to fulfi ll the needs of its members that the 
elderly have become the fi rst and most obvious castoff s. 
However, this trend of the elderly living away from their 
children can also be seen as a result of the increasing 
wealth of the population, including the elderly. In the 
past, many elderly lived with their children because they 
could not aff ord to do otherwise.

Another reason for the change in the size of house-
holds is the increasing divorce rate. As more families 
separate legally and move apart physically, the number 
of people living under one roof has fallen.

A further explanation for the smaller families of today 
is the tendency of young people to postpone marriage 
and the increase in the number of working women. As 
people marry later, they have fewer children. Many cou-
ples also are deciding to have no children as more and 
more women become involved in work and careers.

All these factors point to the most signifi cant causes 
of the sharp decline in the average size of the American 
household: the decrease in the number of children per 
family and the increase in the number of people living 
alone. Th e number of Americans living alone has also 
increased substantially.

Nearly 30 million individuals live alone. Th ese single 
people are not necessarily rejecting marriage. Th ey are 
just a refl ection of changing family and living arrange-
ments. Many young people postpone marriage until 
they have completed college and found appropriate jobs. 
Older people are more likely to live in their own homes 
and apartments instead of nursing homes (AmeriStat, 
2001). Th ese changes ultimately will have important 
consequences for the entire structure of society.

Women in the Labor Force

Th e period since World War II has seen a dramatic change 
in the labor force participation rates of American women. 
Nearly 72 million women had paying jobs in 2006, repre-
senting more than a 200% increase in 50 years. Th e num-
ber of men in the labor force during this same period 
increased by only 50%. Th e change in the labor force is 
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Th ose who have a college degree but no graduate-school 
training have nearly a 40% chance of divorce and are the 
least divorce-prone. We could argue that people with the 
personality traits and family background that lead them 
to achieve a college degree are also those most likely to 
achieve marital stability.

Although the divorce rate rose sharply during the 
1970s, it has dropped off  in recent years. In 2008, the 
divorce rate per 1,000 people was 3.4, the lowest it has 
been since 1969 (National Center for Health Statistics, 
2008).

Even though the divorce rate has been dropping, 
the United States still has the highest divorce rate in 
the world. Current divorce rates imply that half of all 
marriages will end in divorce. Many argue that society 
cannot tolerate such a high rate of marital disruptions. 
Th irty years ago, few would have believed society could 
tolerate even one-third of all married couples divorcing, 
but that level has already been reached by some mar-
riage cohorts.

Th e large number of divorces is itself a force that helps 
keep the divorce rate high. Divorced people join the 
pool of available marriage partners, and a large majority 
remarry. Th ose remarriages then have a higher overall 
risk of divorce and, thus, an impact on the divorce rate.

Even though divorce rates were lower in 1910, 1930, 
and 1950 than they are today, can we assume that fam-
ily life then was happier or more stable? Divorce dur-
ing those periods was expensive, legally diffi  cult, and 
socially stigmatized. Many who would have otherwise 
considered divorce remained married because of those 
factors. Is it thus accurate to say that it was better for the 
children and society for the partners to maintain these 
marriages?

As divorce becomes more common, it also becomes 
more visible, and such visibility actually can produce 
more divorces. Others become a model of how diffi  cult 
marriages are handled. Th e model of people suff ering in 
an unhappy marriage is being replaced by one in which 
people start new lives after dissolving a marriage.

lower the risk of family violence. Public policies toward 
family violence have changed also, and there are many 
more programs for treating victims and abusers. Shelters 
for battered women have increased dramatically. Police 
who used to talk to an abusive spouse and try to calm him 
or her down are now often required to make an arrest. 
Finally, the media have played a large role in defi ning 
family violence as a social problem deserving attention.

Divorce

Until the past few decades, married couples could divorce 
only under certain special circumstances. Consequently, 
the divorce rate (the number of divorces per 1,000 peo-
ple) was relatively low in the early twentieth century. In 
1900, for example, the divorce rate was only 0.7, only 
about one-fi fth the 2007 divorce rate of 3.4 (National 
Center for Health Statistics, 2008) (see Figure 12-4).

Rising divorce rates are not unique to the United 
States. Most industrialized nations have experienced 
similar patterns. Divorce rates in France and Great 
Britain have more than doubled in the past two decades. 
Divorce, however, is far more prevalent in the United 
States than elsewhere (Cherlin, 2009) (see Figure 12-5).

All segments of American society have been aff ected 
by the rising divorce rate. Among white and Hispanic 
women ages 15 to 44, more than one-third have experi-
enced a divorce. Among African-American women, the 
fi gure is one-half. Religious sanctions against divorce 
seem to have little infl uence. Catholics are no less likely 
to divorce than non-Catholics, despite strong opposi-
tion to divorce by the Catholic Church. Catholic clergy 
have adapted to the rising marital breakup rate among 
Catholics by approving many more annulments than in 
the past (Cherlin, 2009).

Th e likelihood of divorce varies considerably with sev-
eral factors. For example, education levels seem to have 
a strong eff ect on divorce rates. Th e likelihood of a fi rst 
marriage ending in divorce is nearly 60% for those people 
with some college education but no bachelor’s degree. 

FIGURE 12-4 Annual Divorce Rate per 1,000 Population, 1970–2008
Source: B. Tejada-Vera and P. D. Sutton, Births, Marriages, Divorces, and Deaths: Provisional Data for August 2008. 
National Vital Statistics Reports, 57, no. 15. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2009.
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changes by the American Bar Association, which now 
allows lawyers to advertise, contribute to the increased 
divorce rate.

Th ese legal changes are but a refl ection of society’s 
attitudinal changes toward divorce. We are a far cry 
from the 1960s when divorce was to be avoided at all 
costs and, when it did occur, it became a major source 
of embarrassment for the entire extended family. Th e 
fact that Ronald Reagan was divorced and remarried 
had little impact on his election to the presidency 
in 1980 and 1984. With so little public concern being 
shown, the role of peer-group pressure and public opin-
ion in preventing divorce has been diminished greatly. 
(For more on factors that infl uence divorce, see “How 
Sociologists Do It: Do 50 Percent of All Marriages Really 
End in Divorce?”)

Divorce Laws

Before 1970, divorces in most American states could be 
obtained only on fault grounds. Fault grounds are those 
that assess blame against one of the spouses and typi-
cally consist of adultery, desertion, physical and mental 
cruelty, long imprisonment for a felony, and drunken-
ness (Scott, 1990). Th e fault laws led to wide variations 
among the states in how diffi  cult or easy it was to obtain 
a divorce. New York State had a restrictive law that 
required one spouse to demonstrate that the other had 
engaged in adultery. No other grounds for divorce were 
accepted. Th ose restrictions led to migratory divorces 
(getting a divorce in another state) or couples inventing 
nonexistent fault grounds.

Divorce also can be encouraged by the increasing 
tendency, mentioned earlier, for outside social institu-
tions to assume traditional family functions that once 
helped hold the family together. Th en again, divorce has 
become a viable option because people can look for-
ward to living longer today, and they may be less willing 
to endure a bad marriage if they feel there is time to look 
for a better way of life.

Another reason for today’s high divorce rate is that 
we have come to expect a great deal from marriage. It 
is no longer enough, as it might have been at the turn of 
the century, for the husband to be a good provider and 
the wife to be a good mother and family caretaker. We 
now look to marriage as a source of emotional support 
in which each spouse complements the other in a variety 
of social, occupational, and psychological endeavors.

Divorce rates are high also because the possibilities 
for women in the workforce have improved. During 
earlier eras, divorced women had great problems con-
tending with the fi nancial realities of survival, and many 
were discouraged from seeking a divorce because they 
could not envision a realistic way of supporting them-
selves. With their greater economic independence, many 
women can now consider divorce as an option.

Today’s high divorce rates can also be traced to a 
number of legal changes that have taken place to make 
divorce a more realistic possibility for couples who are 
experiencing diffi  culties. Most states have instituted 
no-fault divorce laws, and many others have liberal-
ized the grounds for divorce to include mental cru-
elty and incompatibility. Th ese are rather vague terms 
and can be applied to many problem marriages. Even 
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FIGURE 12-5 Percentage of Marriages Ending in Divorce within First Five 
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Th e vast majority of states make no-fault divorces 
possible with virtually no waiting periods making it pos-
sible for couples to divorce much more quickly now than 
under the previous, fault-based system (Walker and 
Elrod, 1993). Th e framers of the no-fault divorce laws 
did not intend to make divorce easy to obtain, however. 
Th eir intent was to permit divorce only after consider-
able evidence showed that the marriage could not be 
salvaged (Jacob, 1988).

Critics of no-fault divorce believe it has led to a sky-
rocketing divorce rate. Within ten years of the no-fault 
laws being passed, the divorce rate jumped from 3.2 to 
5.3. Critics believe the laws make divorce too easy. Th ey 
also lament the fact that most states allow a partner to 
receive a divorce without the spouse also wanting one 
(Covenant Marriage, 1999).

In some states such as Arkansas, Arizona, and 
Louisiana, people opt for a covenant marriage. In such 
a marriage, the marrying couple agrees to more limited 
grounds for divorce. Th e movement has been adopted 
mostly by evangelical Christians. In a covenant mar-
riage, the grounds for divorce are abuse, a felony with jail 

Th ose issues led to attempts to change divorce laws. 
California introduced the Family Law Act of 1969, which 
allowed divorce for irreconcilable diff erences between 
the spouses. Th us, California became the fi rst state to 
enact a no-fault divorce law. Other states quickly fol-
lowed suit, and by 1985, 49 states had some form of no-
fault divorce law. New York is the only state that does not 
have a no-fault divorce law. Under New York law, both 
parties must agree to a separation agreement and live 
apart for one year before a judge can convert their mar-
riage into a divorce.

No-fault divorce refl ects changes in the traditional 
view of legal marriage. No-fault divorce laws allow 
couples to dissolve their marriage without either part-
ner having to assume blame for the failure of the mar-
riage. By eliminating the fault-based grounds for divorce 
and the adversary process, no-fault divorce laws rec-
ognize that frequently both parties are responsible for 
the breakdown of the marriage. Further, these laws are 
responding to the fact that the divorce procedure may 
worsen the situation by forcing potentially amicable 
individuals to become antagonists.

You have probably heard the statement that one out 
of every two American marriages ends in divorce. 
Is this really true? It is an informed estimate of how 
many marriages sociologists think are likely to end 
in divorce or separation before one of the spouses 
dies. Of course, every married couple is diff erent and 
divorce rates are infl uenced by your age at marriage, 
income, education, religious observance, race, and 
whether there was a premarital pregnancy.

So let us consider some of these factors and see 
how they might infl uence the possibility of divorce. 
In Table 12-1, you can see the personal factors that 
produce percentage-point decreases in the probability 
of divorce or separation during the fi rst 10 years of 
marriage.

If a person is a college-educated, church-affi  liated, 
Midwestern suburb-dweller from an intact family, 
he or she would have a relatively low probability of 
divorce. We would also be interested in how long 
people have been married. Half of all divorces occur 
within the fi rst seven years of marriage.

Th e lifetime probability of divorce may actually be 
falling. Th is is due to the rising average age at mar-
riage and increased education levels. Th e likelihood of 
divorce among women with college degrees has fallen 
sharply in recent decades. College educated women 

have divorce rates 50% lower than women with no 
college education.

It is less clear that cohabitation is still a divorce risk 
factor. Cohabitation has become more common in the 
past 20 years, and may not be automatically linked to 
a higher chance of divorce as in the past.

Source: Ross M. Kreider and Jason M. Fields, “Number, Tim-
ing and Duration of Marriages and Divorces, 2001,” Cur-

rent Population Reports, U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005, 
pp 70–80.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT:

Do 50 Percent of All Marriages Really End in Divorce?

H
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TABLE 12-1 Factors That Reduce the Risk of Divorce

PERCENT DECREASED RISK

Annual income over $50,000 vs. under $25,000 =30

Having a baby seven months or more after 
marriage vs. before marriage

=24

Marrying after age 25 vs. before age 18 =24

Family of origin intact vs. parents divorced =14

Having a religious affi liation =14

Some college vs. high-school dropout =13

Live in the Northeast or Midwest vs. the South =10

Suburbanite vs. central-city dweller =  9

Source: National Center for Health Statistics.
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No-fault divorce laws are based on an idealized pic-
ture of women’s social, occupational, and economic 
gains in achieving equality that, in fact, may not refl ect 
their actual conditions and circumstances. Th is discrep-
ancy between reality and the ideal can have extremely 
detrimental eff ects on women’s ability to become self-
suffi  cient after divorce.

Child Custody Laws

Th e view that children would benefi t most from living 
with their mother following divorce was widely accepted 
and seen in divorce and child custody laws until the 
1970s. Fathers often were advised by legal counsel of 
the futility of contesting custody, and the burden of 
proof was on the father to document the unfi tness of the 
mother or to prove his ability to be a better parent than 
the mother. However, there has been an increased recog-
nition of fathers’ rights regarding custody, refl ecting the 
changing role of American fathers and the reevaluation 
of the judicial practice of automatically awarding cus-
tody to the mother. Also, “increasing numbers of states 
are allowing and encouraging joint custody, which 
involves both parents having decision-making authority 
for their children even if the child lives predominantly 
with one parent.” Joint custody grants the parents equal 
rights in making decisions regarding the child’s upbring-
ing. Courts award joint custody for cases in which both 
parents can properly perform their duties as parents. If 
one parent sues for exclusive custody, the suing parent 
must prove that joint custody is not in the child’s best 
interests. However, despite state laws emphasizing joint 
custody to varying degrees, an overwhelming majority 
of custody awards are still made solely to mothers.

In a legal sense, joint custody means that paren-
tal decision-making authority has been given equally 
to both parents after a divorce. It implies that neither 
parents’ rights will be considered paramount. Both par-
ents will have an equal voice in the children’s education, 
upbringing, and general welfare. Although alternating 
living environments may accompany joint custody deci-
sions, in most instances, they do not. In 90 to 95% of joint 
custody awards, the living arrangements are exactly the 
same as those under sole-custody orders; namely, the 
child physically resides with only one parent. However, 
both parents make decisions regarding the welfare of 
the child.

Th ose who believe joint legal custody is a good idea 
cite a variety of reasons. Th ey assert that sole custody 
arrangements, which almost always involve the child’s 
living with the mother, weaken father–child relation-
ships. Th ey create enormous burdens for the mothers 
and tend to exacerbate hostilities between the custodial 
parent and the visiting parent. Th ey continue to perpet-
uate outmoded gender-role stereotyping. Studies also 
show that sole-custody arrangements are associated 
with poverty, antisocial behavior in boys, depression 

time, or adultery. Couples choosing a covenant marriage 
still represent only between 1 and 3% of all marriages in 
those states where it is exists (Chapman, 2003).

At the same time that some lament the high divorce 
rate, others praise no-fault divorce for easing the pain of 
divorce for couples by preventing drawn-out and expen-
sive legal proceedings. Defenders of no-fault divorce say 
it is easier for victims of mental and physical abuse to 
obtain a divorce without having to go through a long, 
agonizing process.

Despite the criticism, eff orts to repeal no-fault 
divorce laws have been largely unsuccessful. Legislation 
that would modify or repeal no-fault divorce has failed 
in at least 22 states (Covenant Marriage, 1999).

Th e fi nancial aspects of a divorce under no-fault 
laws is based on equity, equality, and economic need 
rather than on fault- or gender-based role assignments. 
Alimony also is to be based on the respective spouses’ 
economic circumstances and on the principle of social 
equality, not on the basis of guilt or innocence. No longer 
is alimony automatically awarded to the injured party, 
regardless of that person’s fi nancial needs; no-fault 
divorce does not recognize an injured party. Instead, 
these laws seek to refl ect the changing circumstances 
of women and their increased participation in the labor 
force. Under no-fault divorce law, women are encour-
aged to become self-supporting and husbands are not 
automatically expected to continue to support their ex-
wives throughout their lives.

Some see no-fault divorce legislation as a redefi nition 
of the traditional marital responsibilities of men and 
women with a new norm of equality between women 
and men. Husbands are no longer automatically desig-
nated as the head of the household, solely responsible 
for support, nor are wives alone expected to assume the 
responsibility of household activities and child rearing. 
Gender-neutral obligations fall equally upon the hus-
band and wife with no-fault laws. Alimony is no longer 
automatic and property is to be divided equally. Child-
support expectations and child custody also refl ect the 
new egalitarian criteria of no-fault divorce legislation. 
Today, both father and mother are expected to be equally 
responsible for the fi nancial support of their children 
after divorce. In theory, mothers no longer receive cus-
tody of the child automatically; rather, a gender-neutral 
standard instructs judges to award custody in the best 
interests of the child.

No-fault has worked well for some divorcing cou-
ples, yet it has had devastating consequences for many 
others. Problems often emerge for older homemak-
ers married 35 years or more who lack any labor-force 
experience or skills but who may be awarded short-
term settlements, ordered to sell the family home, and 
instructed by the court to pursue job training. Similarly, 
mothers with toddlers are routinely left with virtually 
full responsibility for their care and former husbands 
must cover costs.
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been that the stepchild suff ers in such families and that 
the suff ering is caused by the stepmother. Th e step-
mother has come down to us as a fi gure of cruelty and 
evil, constantly plotting to harm her stepchildren in 
a variety of ways. Just think of the Cinderella or Snow 
White fairy tales. Th e French word maratre means both 
“stepmother” and a “cruel and harsh mother.” In English 
literature, “stepmother” is often preceded by “wicked.” 
Th e stepchild was often a child who did not belong or 
whose status was similar to that of orphan. In fact, “step-
child” originally meant orphan.

Much of this has changed today, and stepfamilies 
have become a common sight on the American family 
landscape. Th e United States has the highest incidence 
of stepfamilies in the world. It is estimated that about 
17% of married-couple households involve a stepparent. 
About one child in six is a stepchild.

Th e stepfamilies of today are diff erent from those 
of the past in how they have come into being. Th e vast 
majority of stepfamilies now come about because of 
the marriage or cohabitation of mothers and fathers of 
children whose other parent is still living. Of these, the 
largest group by far is composed of families formed by 
the remarriage of divorced men and women. Th e high 
divorce rate is the key factor in the rise of the modern 
stepfamily.

In the past, stepfamilies resulted from quite diff erent 
conditions and had diff erent implications. Generally, 
stepfamilies were the product of remarriages after the 
death of a spouse. Mortality and the frequency of remar-
riage by the widowed spouse determined the number of 
stepfamilies. Moreover, unlike today, children who lived 
in stepfamilies rarely had more than one living parent. In 
the past, a stepparent replaced a deceased parent.

Today, a stepparent is often an additional parent fi g-
ure that a child must incorporate. Th e new marriage 
partners must establish their own relationship in an 
existing family structure. Th ey must create new rules 
for how the family is to run. Such changes can introduce 
disadvantages or tensions among the family members.

Remarriage makes parenthood and kinship an 
achieved status rather than an ascribed status. 
Traditionally, a person became a father or a mother at 
the birth of their child. Th ey did not have to do anything 
else to be a parent, nor could they easily resign from the 
job, especially in a family system that strongly discour-
aged divorce.

Remarriage after divorce, though, adds a number 
of other, potential kinship positions. Th e new parent 
must now achieve the status of parent or some other 
role that can resemble it. Working out these arrange-
ments presents many more problems than are usually 
encountered in a fi rst marriage family (Cherlin and 
Furstenberg, 1994).

When people get divorced, they are not rejecting the 
institution of marriage but rather a specifi c marriage 
partner. Th e median time between divorce and a second 

in children, lower academic performance, and juvenile 
delinquency. Advocates of joint custody assume that if 
fathers are given the opportunity to be available as nur-
turers, to be accessible, they will begin to participate 
more in the lives of their children. Furthermore, advo-
cates say, such participation will have benefi cial eff ects 
on children.

Before we too quickly assume that joint custody alle-
viates problems and produces benefi ts, we should note 
that it is far from being a panacea. If couples had trou-
ble communicating and agreeing on things before the 
divorce, there is no reason to assume that they will have 
an easier time of it afterward. Most joint-custody orders 
are vague and do not decide at what point the joint-cus-
todial parent’s rights end and those of the parent with 
the day-to-day care of the child begin. What sorts of 
responsibilities can one parent require of the other par-
ent? Issues such as these can easily erupt into disputes, 
particularly when a history of disagreement and distrust 
has preceded the joint-custody arrangement.

Joint custody does not give either parent the right 
to prevail over the other. To solve serious disputes, the 
parents must return to court, where they must engage 
in litigation to prove that one or the other is unfi t—the 
very process that the original decision of joint custody 
was to have avoided.

Joint custody appears to work best for those parents 
who have the capacity, desire, and energy to make it 
work—and for the children whose characteristics and 
desires allow them to expend the eff ort necessary to 
make it work and to thrive under it.

Remarriage and Stepfamilies

Th roughout history, the reputation of stepfamilies has 
been surprisingly negative. Th e general thinking has 
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With high divorce rates come high remarriage rates. The 
resulting blended families produce new relationships that need 
to develop over time.
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At the heart of most stepfamily relationships are chil-
dren who, like their parents, are casualties of divorce. 
In the best stepfamily relationships, all the adults work 
together to meet the needs of the children, realizing 
that, all too often, no matter what they do, there still 
will be problems. In reality, stepfamilies are torn apart 
by many of the same pressures that divide intact fami-
lies. Financial problems can be especially acute when 
parents must support children from diff erent mar-
riages. Resentment builds quickly when stepparents feel 
they have little power or authority in their own homes. 
With all the confl icting interests and emotions, it’s little 
wonder that about half of stepfamilies end in divorce 
(Larson, 1992).

Th e most diffi  cult stage occurs during the early years, 
when stepparents want everything to go right. Once 
stepparents realize that relationships with stepchildren 
build over time, and that their potential network of allies 
includes all the other adults in the stepfamily relation-
ship, the adjustment for all is faster and healthier.

FAMILY DIVERSITY ●

A number of options are increasingly available to people 
who, for various reasons, fi nd the traditional form of 
marriage impractical or incompatible with their life-
styles. More young people are selecting cohabitation as 
a permanent alternative to marriage (although many 
consider it a prelude to marriage). In addition, some 
older men and women are opting to live together in a 
permanent relationship without getting married. Th ese 
people choose cohabitation primarily for economic rea-
sons—many would lose sources of income or control of 
their assets if they entered into a legal marriage. Several 
other trends are discussed next.

The Growing Single Population

Americans traditionally have been the marrying kind. 
Fifty-two percent of men and 44% of women over the age 
of 25 are currently married (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
2007). Yet, the proportion of households consisting of 
one person living alone increased from 17% in 1970 to 
26% in 2005 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006).

Even though the number of people living alone more 
than doubled between 1970 and 2005, this trend might 
mean only that more young people are postponing mar-
riage. It also could mean, however, that a growing pro-
portion of adults is staying single permanently. In fact, 
as we mentioned earlier in this chapter, some studies 
show that the marriage rate is declining.

Th ere are a number of reasons why people are choos-
ing not to marry. Working women do not need the 
fi nancial security that a traditional marriage brings, 
and sex outside of marriage has become much more 
widespread. Moreover, many singles view marriage as 

marriage was about three and a half years. About 52% of 
divorced men and 44% of divorced women are currently 
married (Bureau of the Census, 2007).

A woman’s age, race, income, education, and the 
presence of children all aff ect her remarriage rates. 
Men’s remarriage rates are less infl uenced by these fac-
tors, and if they are aff ected, it is in the opposite direc-
tion. Women divorced after age 40 have a lower rate of 
remarriage than younger women. For men, age appears 
to be a less signifi cant factor in remarriage. Men with 
higher incomes and higher levels of education are 
more likely to remarry than those with less education 
and lower incomes. Women with higher incomes are 
less likely to remarry, and the education level of white 
women appears to make little diff erence in these rates. 
For African-American women, higher education does 
increase the likelihood of remarriage (Bramlett and 
Mosher, 2002).

Th e presence of children lowers the probability of 
remarriage for women but not for men. Nevertheless, 
about 80% of remarriages involve children, so it should 
come as little surprise that with the divorce and remar-
riage rates so high, stepfamilies are becoming a per-
manent part of the social landscape. Stepfamilies are 
changing such businesses as the greeting card indus-
try. We now have birthday wishes to stepmothers and 
thank-you cards to stepfathers. Schools must now ask 
for information on stepparents as well as on biological 
parents.

Stepfamilies, also known as blended families, are 
transforming basic family relationships. Where there 
were once two sets of grandparents, there now can be 
four; an only child may acquire siblings when his mother 
remarries a man with children. Stepparents are taking 
on roles formerly held by biological parents. Th ey are 
staying up nights with the spouse’s sick children, attend-
ing class recitals, and having heated battles over such 
essential issues of childhood as curfews, TV, homework, 
and rights to the family car.

Try as they might, in one study of emotionally healthy 
middle-class families, only one-half the stepfathers and 
one-quarter of the stepmothers claimed to have paren-
tal feelings toward their stepchildren, and fewer still 
claimed to love them.

Stepparenthood is the strongest risk factor for child 
abuse. A stepparent is 40 to 100 times more likely to 
kill a young child than a biological parent (Daly and 
Wilson, 1988). Contributing to this situation is the 
fact that in the minds of most children, stepparents 
can never take the place of their real father or mother. 
Studies have shown that it takes at least four years for 
children to accept a stepparent in the same way they do 
their biological parents. Researcher James H. Bray has 
noted that this acceptance is harder for girls than for 
boys: “Although divorce appears harder on elementary 
school-age boys, remarriage appears harder on girls” 
(Kutner, 1988).
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one-third of all single mothers with children under 18 
were widows. As divorce rates started to rise dramati-
cally in the 1970s, the situation started to change. By 
1980, only 11% of single mothers were widowed, and 
two-thirds were divorced or separated. Th e path to 
single motherhood changed again when many women 
bypassed marriage altogether. By 2003, 43.5% of single 
mothers had never been married (Fields, 2004). (See 
Figure 12-6 for the percentage of children living with a 
single parent.)

Th e growth in single-parent households has been 
infl uenced by three trends. First, high divorce rates have 
increased the number of single-parent families. Most 
divorced parents now set up new households, whereas 
in earlier times many would have returned to their own 
parents’ households. Th e incidence of divorce began to 
increase rapidly during the 1970s. Now about one mil-
lion children under age 18 lose a resident father each 
year because of divorce.

Th e second reason for the shift in family structure is 
an increase in the percentage of babies born to unwed 
mothers, which suddenly and unexpectedly began to 
increase rapidly in the 1970s and has continued to do 
so. A child in a one-parent family is just as likely to be 
living with a divorced parent as with a never-married 
parent.

Between 2002 and 2007, the number of births to 
unmarried women increased 26%. About 39.7% of all 
births in 2007 were to unmarried women, more than 

merely a prelude to divorce and are unwilling to invest 
in a relationship that is likely to fail. As sociologist 
Frank Furstenburg notes, “Men who weren’t married 
by their late 20s in the ’60s were oddballs. Now they’re 
just successful 29-year-olds.” (See “Sociology in Strange 
Places: Reluctant to Marry—Th e Men Who Want to Stay 
Single.”)

Clearly, many singles would gladly change their 
marital status if the right person came along. Th e 
ratio of unmarried men to unmarried women varies 
by age group. Th ere are more unmarried men than 
unmarried women at the younger ages, refl ecting the 
fact that men have a later age at fi rst marriage than 
women do. After age 40, there are fewer unmarried 
men than unmarried women because women tend to 
live longer and are less likely to remarry after divorce 
and widowhood.

Th e elderly make up a signifi cant proportion of sin-
gle-person households. Currently, 39% of one-person 
households are maintained by people ages 65 or older, 
and fully 80% of those are elderly women. Nearly 40% of 
women 65 or older live alone, but only 17% of men in 
that age group do so (Bureau of the Census, 2002).

Single-Parent Families

In the early years of the twentieth century, it was not 
uncommon for children to live with only one parent 
because of the high death rate. Even by 1960, nearly 

Most men marry by about age thirty, but there is a 
signifi cant group of about 20% of young men who are 
reluctant to commit to marriage. Who are they and 
how do they diff er from men who marry earlier? A 
number of key beliefs seem to be connected to a sig-
nifi cantly more negative attitude toward marriage. 
Compared to men who marry earlier, these men are 
more likely to:

Worry about the risks of divorce.• 
Not want children.• 
Believe women cannot be trusted to tell the truth • 
about past relationships.
Th ink single men have better sex lives than married • 
men.
Believe marriage will reduce their personal • 
freedom.

Th ese men are also:

Less likely to come from traditional families.• 

More likely to have had fathers who were not in-• 
volved in their lives very much.
More likely to question the value of marriage.• 
For many of these men, there are attractive alterna-

tives to marriage. Th e urban single lifestyle provides 
the potential for sexual partners. Today there is little 
social disapproval of being a single man in your 30s or 
40s. Th e increase in cohabitation rates has also made 
it an attractive alternative to the long-term commit-
ment of marriage. Th ese men do not need to worry 
about the biological clock that infl uences women’s 
lives. It is not clear that these men will never marry, 
but for the moment, they are happy to postpone it 
indefi nitely.

Source: David Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, “Th e 
State of Our Unions 2004,” Th e National Marriage Project, 
June 2004, http://marriage.rutgers.edu/Publications/SOOU/
SOOU2004.pdf, accessed October 14, 2005.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES:

Reluctant to Marry—The Men Who Want to Stay Single

http://marriage.rutgers.edu/Publications/SOOU/SOOU2004.pdf
http://marriage.rutgers.edu/Publications/SOOU/SOOU2004.pdf
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Th e rise in the number of births to unmarried women 
has also been occurring in a number of other industrial-
ized countries. Iceland, Sweden, France, Denmark, and 
the United Kingdom all have higher percentages of out-
of-wedlock births than the United States. However, lev-
els in the United States are much higher than in some 
industrialized countries such as Italy, Spain, and Japan 
(Ventura, 2009) (see Figure 12-7).

double the percentage in 1980. Th e rate is the high-
est among Hispanic women, followed by black women 
(Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Prior to 1970, most unmarried mothers were teenag-
ers. Now unmarried women are likely to be in their 20s 
and 30s. In 2007, 60% of all babies born out of wedlock 
were born to women in their 20s, but only 23% were born 
to teenagers.
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FIGURE 12-6 Percentage of Children under Age 18 Living with a Single Parent
Source: Current Population Reports, Series P20-537, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Division, Current Population Survey, 2004 
 Annual Social and Economic Supplement http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hh-fam/cps2007, accessed.
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FIGURE 12-7 Percentage of Births to Unmarried Women
Source: S. J. Ventura, “Changing Patterns of Nonmarital Childbearing in the United States”. NCHS data brief, no. 18, 
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2009, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db18.htm, accessed 
May 9, 2009.
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It is important to note that census data includes 
only that portion of the gay population who are part of 
a couple, which studies show is only about one-third 
of gay men and lesbians. Furthermore, the total num-
ber of gay and lesbian couples is underreported in the 
census fi gures because some are hesitant about shar-
ing information about personal relationships with the 
government, even though the forms are confi dential 
(Cohn, 2001).

Traditionally, researchers and the media have con-
centrated on the ways in which gays and lesbians are dif-
ferent from heterosexuals. Yet gay and lesbian couples 
are similar to heterosexual couples in many ways. Th ey 
form long-term relationships and have problems similar 
to those of heterosexual couples. Gay and lesbian cou-
ples are concerned with receiving the same family ben-
efi ts as traditional couples, such as health insurance, life 
insurance, and family leave. Many are also involved in 
extending adoption rights and same-sex marriage rec-
ognition to gay and lesbian couples.

Th e federal government does not recognize same-
sex marriage because of the Defense of Marriage Act 
of 1996. On a state level, same-sex marriage has been 
legalized by six states, Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
Iowa, Vermont, Maine, and New Hampshire. New York 
and Pennsylvania may be the next states to legalize 
same sex marriage.

In the other 44 states, gay and lesbian partners are 
usually not eligible for health care or other benefi ts that 
might be provided to married employees and their fami-
lies. A number of states and municipalities, however, 
have passed domestic-partnership statutes to make 
such benefi ts available. In addition, some states, the 
District of Columbia, and hundreds of cities and coun-
ties have adopted policies that provide varying degrees 
of civil rights protection for gays and lesbians.

Th e majority of Americans (57%) oppose legalizing 
same-sex marriages. Even though support for same-sex 
marriage is signifi cantly higher than in earlier years, it 
has appeared to level off  recently.

On a separate question, the Gallup poll found that 
nearly half of Americans believed that legalizing same-
sex marriages would change society for the worse. Only 
13% believed same-sex marriage would change society 
for the better.

Even though support for same-sex marriage is still 
in the minority, most Americans believe the law should 
not discriminate against gay individuals and gay couples 
(Gallup Poll, 2009).

Gays and lesbians in couple relationships have higher 
educational levels than men and women in heterosexual 
marriages. Cohabiting gay men 25 to 34 years old are 
twice as likely to have a postgraduate degree as married 
men. Th e diff erences are even greater for lesbian couples 
in this age group, who are three times as likely to have 
a postgraduate education compared to married women 
(Black, 2000).

A third reason for more single-parent families is the 
rapid growth of unmarried cohabitation. Many of the 
unmarried births are to parents who are living together 
but are not married. Th ese living arrangements are less 
stable than marriages.

Children living with cohabiting couples tend to be 
disadvantaged compared to those living with mar-
ried couples. Cohabiting couples have a much higher 
breakup rate than married couples, a lower level 
of household income, and a much higher level of 
child abuse and domestic violence (Whitehead and 
Popenoe, 2002).

Gay and Lesbian Couples

A phenomenon that is not new but one that has become 
increasingly visible is the household consisting of a gay 
or lesbian couple. Before 1970, almost all gay people 
wished to avoid the risks that would come with disclo-
sure of their sexual orientation.

It was not until 1990 that the U.S. census attempted 
to calculate the number of gay and lesbian households. 
Th rough a self-identifi cation process, nearly 1.2 mil-
lion people say they are part of gay and lesbian couples 
in the United States, and although most live in four 
metropolitan areas—San Francisco; New York; Los 
Angeles; and Washington, D.C.—nearly one in six live 
in a rural community. Th ere has also been an increase 
in the number of recorded lesbian couples. Th ere 
appear to be more male couples than lesbian couples, 
but new data shows that the numbers are beginning 
to even out.
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This gay couple is seen with their two-year-old twin children as 
they celebrate their wedding anniversary in California.



CHAPTER 12 MARRIAGE AND ALTERNATIVE FAMILY ARRANGEMENTS 289

A household consists of people who share the same • 
living space.

Sociologists generally agree that some form of family • 
is found in every known human society and serves 
several important functions: regulating sexual behav-
ior, patterning reproduction, organizing production 
and consumption, socializing children, providing 
care and protection, and providing social status.

No society permits random mating; all societies have • 
an incest taboo, which forbids sexual intercourse 
among closely related individuals. Sex between par-
ents and their children is universally prohibited, but 
who else is considered to be closely related varies 
widely among societies.

Every society must replace its members. By regulat-• 
ing where and with whom individuals may enter 
into sexual relationships, society patterns sexual 
reproduction.

Although almost all societies allow for divorce, or • 
the breakup of marriage, none endorse it as an ideal 
norm.

American culture is relatively unique in linking • 
romantic love and marriage. Romantic love—which 
involves the idealization of the loved one, the notion 
of a one and only, love at fi rst sight, love winning out 
over all, and an indulgence of personal emotions—
has nothing to do with marriage throughout most of 
the world.

Marriage in many societies establishes social, • 
economic, and even political relationships among 
families.

Th ree families are ultimately involved in a marriage: • 
the two spouses’ families of origin or families of 
orientation—the families in which they were born or 
raised—and the family of procreation, which is cre-
ated by the union of the spouses.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to help 
you complete that special project or do some research 
on your own.

THE FUTURE: BRIGHT OR DISMAL? ●

Given all these changes in the American family, should 
we be concerned that marriage and family life as we 
know them will one day disappear? Probably not. Th e 
divorce rate continues to be high, but it is important 
to keep things in perspective. Divorce is just as much a 
social universal as is marriage. Anthropologist Margaret 
Mead noted that “no matter how free divorce” or “how 
frequently marriages break up,” most societies have 
assumed that marriages would be permanent. Despite 
this belief, societies have also recognized that some 
marriages are incapable of lasting a lifetime and have 
provided mechanisms for dissolution (Riley, 1991).

Even though the divorce rate is high, the remarriage 
rate is also very high. Th e vast majority of people who 
divorce remarry, usually within a short time after they 
divorce. Th e high divorce rate does not necessarily mean 
that people are giving up on marriage. It just means 
there is a growing belief that marriage can be better. Th e 
high remarriage rate indicates that people are willing 
to continue trying until they reach their expectations. 
Obtaining a divorce does not mean the person believes 
that the idea of marriage is a mistake, only that a par-
ticular marriage was a mistake.

Despite claims to the contrary, there is little evi-
dence that the family as an institution is in decline or 
any weaker today than a generation ago. Nor is there 
any indication that people place less value on their own 
family relationships, or on the role of the family within 
society, than they once did.

Th e traditional family is being replaced by family 
arrangements that may better suit today’s lifestyles: 
Th ere are fewer full-time homemakers because more 
women are in the workforce. Nonfamily households 
have increased substantially. Th e typical family with a 
working dad, homemaker mom, and two or more chil-
dren is now a distinct minority.

Th e institutions of marriage and the family have 
proved to be extremely fl exible and durable and have 
fl ourished in all human societies under almost every 
imaginable condition. As we have seen, these institu-
tions take on diff erent forms in diff ering social and eco-
nomic contexts, and there is no reason to suspect that 
they will not continue to do so.

SUMMARY ■

Th e American family has changed dramatically in • 
the past 40 years. Th e marriage rate is down, the 
divorce rate is high, and more children are being 
born to single women.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER TWELVE STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Incest taboo
 b. Nuclear family
 c. Polygamous family
 d. Polygyny
 e. Polyandry
 f. Extended family
 g. Patrilineal system
 h. Matrilineal system

 i.  Bilateral system of 
descent

 j. Patriarchal family
 k. Matriarchal family
 l. Family of origin
 m. Family of procreation
 n. Rules of endogamy
 o. Rules of exogamy

 p. Patrilocal residence
 q. Matrilocal residence
 r. Bilocal residence
 s. Neolocal residence
 t. Homogamy
 u.  Companionate 

marriage
 v. No-fault divorce

     1. A requirement that a new couple settle down near or within the husband’s father’s household
     2. A system in which a newly married couple may live virtually anywhere
     3. A marriage based on romantic love
     4. A set of nuclear families linked by multiple marriage bonds, with one central individual married 

to several spouses
     5. A family in which a central female has several husbands
     6. A rule that forbids sexual intercourse among closely related individuals
     7. A family that consists of two spouses and their children
     8. Divorce granted without one partner having to prove adultery, desertion, abuse, or other der-

eliction on the part of the other
     9. A family in which a central male has several wives
     10. The family in which a person was born and raised
     11. A family in which power is seen as held mostly by the males
     12. The family created by marriage
     13. Family consisting of relatives in addition to the spouses and their children
     14. Marriage outside one’s own culturally defi ned group
     15. Families where the female is the dominant fi gure in decision making
     16. Kinship traced through the mother’s family (i.e., your last name would be your mother’s maiden 

name, and you would be considered primarily a part of your mother’s side of the family)
     17. Marrying someone with similar social characteristics
     18. A newly married couple lives with or near the bride’s mother’s household
     19. Kinship traced through the father’s family (i.e., your last name would be the same as your  father’s)
     20. A system in which a newly married couple may choose to live with either the husband’s family 

or the wife’s family
     21. A kinship system in which people are considered to belong to the families of both parents
     22. Requirement that people marry within a defi ned group
     23. A family in which power is held mostly by females

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. How have divorce rates changed over the last half century, and what factors have affected those 
rates? 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Identify at least three aspects of the industrial revolution that promoted the shift from extended fami-
lies to nuclear families.

a.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. The single population in the United States is growing. Identify some of the causes and consequences of 
this change.

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Identify three trends that have caused the dramatic shifts in the American family structure and name 
which shifts they have fostered.

a.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

5. List fi ve functions usually fulfi lled by the family; in each case, describe how these functions have been 
fulfi lled by your own family.

a.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

d. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

e. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

6. We often think that falling in love and selecting a marriage partner are matters of the heart, of individ-
ual preferences, or “chemistry.” List some of the ways that these matters are in fact socially structured. 
What social forces constrain who we fall in love with and marry?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

7. Family violence is a major concern. What socio-demographic variables are associated with family 
 violence? What changes in society have affected rates of domestic violence in the past 20 years?

a. Sociodemographic variables related to violence:  _______________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

b. Social changes affecting levels of violence:  ____________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. How do Americans fi nd someone to marry? Present an in-depth discussion of the process of mate se-
lection in the United States. Be sure to devote attention to the effects of such variables as age, race, 
religion, and social status on how Americans generally choose their mates.
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2. Americans, who overwhelmingly favor marriage based on romantic love, can easily see the problems 
that can arise in a system of arranged marriage. You could quickly make a list of several advantages of 
romantic-love marriages and diffi culties inherent in arranged marriage.

  But imagine that you are from an arranged-marriage society. From your new perspective, make a 
list of the advantages of arranged marriage and the problems that can easily arise in a system of mar-
riage based on love.

  Imagine the things that you personally would fi nd unpleasant about an arranged marriage. Do you 
think people in arranged-marriage societies have similar feelings about these things and, if so, how 
might they deal with them? What institutions in American society are there to deal with the problems 
of our system of marriage? (For example, fi nding a mate, which is not problematic in arranged-marriage 
societies, has given rise in our own society to the institution of dating as well as to a variety of more for-
mal and sometimes commercial solutions to this problem.)

3. Tischler describes “the decline of the traditional family.” Yet despite this decline, Americans still claim 
to live in families and to value family. Obviously, there has been a change in ideas about what a family is 
and what family values are. Will we see further changes in the defi nition of family? If so, what will these 
changes be? What social factors will affect these changes and the speed at which they take place?

Internet Activities ●

1. The National Marriage Project (http://marriage.rutgers.edu/) has a wealth of long and short reports on 
marriage, including the “myths about marriage” cited in this chapter (and a link to myths about divorce) 
as well as articles with titles such as “Why Men Don’t Commit” that sound like something out of a pop-
ular magazine but are based on solid sociological research.

2. The world of the family is strongly affected by the world of work. Families need the income they get 
from work, but they suffer if work demands too much of their time and energy. The Work and Fam-
ily Equity Index is a measure developed to assess the impact of work on family, especially in regard to 
government policies such as requiring employers to provide paid maternity leave. Find out more about 
it at http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/globalworkingfamilies and see how the United States compares with 
other countries (not too well).

3. YouTube (http://YouTube.com) has several clips of interviews with members of polygamous families in 
the United States. Search for “polygamy family.”

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. p; 2. s; 3. u; 4. c; 5. e; 6. a; 7. b; 8. v; 9. d; 10. l; 11. j; 12. m; 13. f; 14. o; 
15. k; 16. h; 17. t; 18. q; 19. g; 20. s; 21. i; 22. n; 23. k

http://marriage.rutgers.edu/
http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/globalworkingfamilies
http://YouTube.com
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understanding of the nature and functions of religion 
in human life and society.

THE NATURE OF RELIGION ●

Religion is a system of beliefs, practices, and philosophi-
cal values shared by a group of people; it defi nes the sacred, 
helps explain life, and off ers salvation from the problems 
of human existence. It is recognized as one of society’s 
important institutions.

In his classic study, Th e Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life, fi rst published in 1915, Émile Durkheim observed 
that all religions divide the universe into two mutually 
exclusive categories, the profane and the sacred. Th e 
profane consists of all empirically observable things—
that is, things that are knowable through common, every-
day experiences. In contrast, the sacred consists of things 
that are awe inspiring and knowable only through extraor-
dinary experiences.

Th e sacred can consist of almost anything: objects 
fashioned just for religious purposes (such as a cross), 
a geographical location (Mount Sinai), a place con-
structed for religious observance (a temple), a word 
or phrase (“Our Father, who art in heaven. . .”), or even 
an animal (the cow to Hindus, for example). To devout 
Muslims, the Sabbath, which falls on Friday, is a sacred 
day. To Hindus, the cow is holy, not to be killed or eaten. 
Th ese are not ideas to be debated; they simply exist as 
unchallengeable truths. Similarly, to Christians, Jesus 
was the Messiah; to Muslims, Jesus was a prophet; to 
sociologists, the person of Jesus is a religious symbol. 
Religious symbols acquire their particular sacred mean-
ings through the religious belief system of which they 
are a part.

Durkheim believed that every society must distinguish 
between the sacred and the profane. Th is distinction is 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Defi ne the basic elements of religion. ◗

Differentiate among the major types of religion. ◗

Describe the functions of religion according to the  ◗

functionalist perspective.

Explain the confl ict theory perspective on religion. ◗

Describe the basic types of religious organization. ◗

Describe important aspects of contemporary  ◗

American religion.

Describe the major religions in the United States. ◗

The belief in one God is a basic tenet of Christi-
anity as well as the cornerstone of Judaism. Islam also 
proclaims, “Th ere is no God but Allah, and Muhammad 
is His Prophet.”

Hinduism, however, expresses a very diff erent con-
cept: the idea of the “manyness” of God. Hinduism does 
not have one creed, one founder, one prophet, or one 
central moment of revelation. It is an expression of 5,000 
years of religious and cultural development in Asia. 
During this development, Hinduism has assimilated 
many ideas and ideologies. In Hinduism, whether there 
is one god or many gods is unimportant. Rather than 
worshipping a single god, Hinduism involves worship-
ping one god at a time. Each Hindu is free to choose his 
or her own god or goddess.

In his book, All Religions Are True, Mohandas 
Karamchand Gandhi wrote:

It has been a humble but persistent eff ort on my part to 
understand the truth of all the religions of the world, and 
adopt and assimilate in my own thought, word, and deed 
all that I have found to be best in those religions.

Gandhi’s acceptance of diversity, however, has a 
downside. If all religions are true, then they all must be 
imperfect. After all, if any one religion were perfect, it 
would be better than all others.

Th e idea of the manyness of God is alien not only to 
Western religion but also to Western culture. Our mono-
theism leads us to believe in one Truth. In our minds, the 
ultimate or best can stand out in many areas, whether it 
is the best car, the best university, or the ultimate reli-
gion (Goldman, 1991).

Th e important thing to realize is that although 
religion assumes many forms, it is a universal human 
institution. To appreciate the many possible kinds 
of religious experiences, from the belief in one God 
to the belief in the manyness of God, requires an 
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One of the functions of ritual and prayer is to produce an 
appropriate emotional state.



PART 4 INSTITUTIONS296

deliberately attempt to alter their state of consciousness 
through the use of drugs, fasting, sleep deprivation, and 
induction of physical pain. Th us, Scandinavian groups 
ate mushrooms that caused euphoria, as did many 
native Siberian tribes. Various Native American reli-
gions use peyote, a button-like mushroom that contains 
a hallucinogenic drug.

Th ere are approximately 250,000 members of the 
Native American church who believe that the use of pey-
ote brings them closer to God. Even though it is illegal to 
use peyote in most states, Congress made it possible for 
federally recognized tribes to practice traditional Indian 
ceremonies even if it violates local laws (Gehrke, 2001).

Although not every religion tries to induce altered 
states of consciousness in believers, all religions do rec-
ognize that such states may happen and believe that 
they can be the result of divine or sacred intervention 
in human aff airs. Prophets, of course, are thought to 
receive divine inspiration. Religions diff er in the degree 
of importance they attach to such happenings.

Belief
All religions endorse a belief system, usually one that 
includes a supernatural order and, often, a set of values 
to be applied to daily life. Belief systems can vary widely. 
Some religions believe that a valuable quality can fl ow from 
a sacred object—animate or inanimate, part or whole—to 
a lesser object. Numerous Christian sects, for instance, 
practice the laying on of hands, whereby a healer channels 
divine energy into affl  icted people and thus heals them.

Some Christians also believe in the power of relics to 
work miracles simply because those objects once were 
associated physically with Jesus or one of the saints. 
Such beliefs are quite common among the world’s reli-
gions. Native Australians have their sacred stones, and 
shamans among African, Asian, and North American 

essentially between the social and nonsocial. What is 
considered sacred has the capacity to represent shared 
values, sentiments, power, or beliefs. Th e profane is not 
supported in this manner; it may have utility for one or 
more individuals, but it has little public relevance.

We can look at the bat of the famous baseball player, 
Babe Ruth, as an example of transformation of the pro-
fane to the sacred. At fi rst, it was merely a profane object 
that had little social value in itself. Today, however, one 
of Babe Ruth’s bats is enshrined in baseball’s Hall of 
Fame. It no longer is used in a profane way but instead is 
seen as an object that represents the values, sentiments, 
power, and beliefs of the baseball community. Th e bat 
has gained some of the qualities of a sacred object, thus 
changing from a private object to a public object.

In addition to sacred symbols and a system of beliefs, 
religion also includes specifi c rituals. Rituals are pat-
terns of behavior or practices that are related to the sacred. 
For example, the Christian ritual of Holy Communion is 
much more than the eating of wafers and the drinking 
of wine. To many participants, these substances are the 
body and blood of Jesus Christ. Similarly, the Sun Dance 
of the Plains Indians was not merely a group of men 
dancing around a pole to which they were attached by 
leather thongs that pierced their skin and chest muscles. 
It was a religious ritual in which the participants were 
seeking a personal communion.

The Elements of Religion

All religions contain certain shared elements, including 
ritual and prayer, emotion, belief, and organization.

Ritual and Prayer
All religions have formalized social rituals, but many 
also feature private rituals such as prayer. Of course, the 
particular events that make up rituals vary widely from 
culture to culture and from religion to religion.

All religions include a belief in the existence of beings 
or forces that human beings cannot experience. In other 
words, all religions include a belief in the supernatural. 
Hence, they also include prayer, or a means for individu-
als to address or communicate with supernatural beings 
or forces, typically by speaking aloud while holding the 
body in a prescribed posture or making stylized move-
ments or gestures.

In the United States, three-quarters of all Americans 
pray at least weekly. Less than one in 10 claim never to 
pray. Interestingly, 12% of atheists and 25% of agnos-
tics also pray at least a few times a month. Forty-nine 
percent of the people who pray receive answers to their 
prayers (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008).

Emotion
One of the functions of ritual and prayer is to produce 
an appropriate emotional state. Th is can be done in 
many ways. In some religions, participants in rituals 
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Only three religions are known to be monotheistic: Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam.
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One of the best known sightings of the Virgin Mary 
appeared in offi  ce windows in Clearwater, Florida. 
Within weeks, a half million people traveled to the site. 
Many of those who came hoped for a miracle that would 
cure their ills. Others wanted to receive their own mes-
sage from Mary, to see visions of Jesus, or to strengthen 
their faith.

Organization
Many religions have an organizational structure through 
which specialists can be recruited and trained, religious 
meetings conducted, and interaction facilitated between 
society and the members of the religion.

Th e organization also promotes interaction among 
the members of the religion to foster a sense of unity and 
group solidarity. Rituals may be performed in the pres-
ence of other members or limited to certain locations 
such as temples, or to processions from one place to 
another. Although some religious behavior may be car-
ried out by individuals in private, all religions demand 
some public, shared participation. (See “Our Diverse 
Society: Who is God?”)

societies try to heal through sympathetic touching. In 
some religions, the source of the valued quality is a per-
sonalized deity. In others, it is a reservoir of supernatural 
force that is tapped.

People’s belief can be very strong. At Mercy Medical 
Center in Springfi eld, Massachusetts, thousands came 
to view a second-story window where people said they 
saw an image of the Virgin Mary. Th e image recently 
appeared in a window that had been put in place in 
the 1970s when the building was constructed. Glass 
specialists thought water seeped between the panes 
of the double-paned glass and that minerals caused an 
acidic reaction that appears to have etched the glass 
(Finucane, 2008).

In April 2005, in Chicago, a steady stream of people 
fl ocked to the Kennedy Expressway underpass to view 
a yellow and white stain on a concrete wall that many 
believed was also an image of the Virgin Mary. Police 
had to patrol the area under the Kennedy Expressway 
after hundreds of people gathered to see the image. 
Some women knelt with rosary beads while other peo-
ple stood praying (CBS News website, April 20, 2005).

Why does God exist? How have the three dominant 
monotheistic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam—shaped and altered the conception of God? 
Karen Armstrong, one of Britain’s foremost commen-
tators on religious aff airs, traced the history of how 
men and women have perceived and experienced God 
from the time of Abraham to the present.

Armstrong points out that what the idea of God 
means depends on the time, place, and people who 
are making the interpretation. How God is viewed by 
one group might be meaningless to another group. 
Even the statement, “I believe in God,” means some-
thing only when it is understood in the context of the 
time period and who is making the statement.

Armstrong notes that what people imply when 
they refer to “God” can have many meanings, which 
can often be contradictory. In fact, she believes that 
this fl exibility is necessary to keep the notion of God 
alive. It allows discarding and replacing conceptions 
of God when they cease to have meaning or relevance. 
She points out that Christianity, Judaism, and Islam 
have each had to re-create the image of God as times 
have changed.

As strange as it might seem, the same is true for 
atheism. Stating “I do not believe in God” has also had 

a variety of meanings throughout history. Atheists 
are denying a particular conception of God that is 
rooted to a particular time and place. As Armstrong 
notes, “Is the ‘God’ whom atheists reject today the 
God of the patriarchs, the God of the prophets, the 
God of the philosophers, the God of the mystics, or 
the God of the eighteenth century?” Th ese ideas of 
God are all very diff erent from one another. In addi-
tion, “Jews, Christians, and Muslims were all called 
‘atheists’ by their pagan contemporaries because they 
had adopted a revolutionary notion of divinity and 
transcendence.” Th e atheist of today is denying the 
existence of a God adequate to address contemporary 
issues.

Armstrong believes religion has had to be highly 
practical. As soon as particular views about God 
ceased to be eff ective, they were adjusted to accom-
modate changing times. People had less trouble 
accepting this view in the past than they do today. She 
points out that our ancestors knew that ideas about 
God were provisional and open to reinterpretation.

Sources: Adapted from A History of God, by Karen Arm-
strong, New York: Ballantine Books, 1994 (pp. xx–xxi); and 
interviews with the author, October 1994 and 1996.

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Who Is God?

Wh d G

O

W



PART 4 INSTITUTIONS298

to the supernatural, it must remain in the magic business. 
Th e demand for magic is too great to be ignored. . . . 
Th us the Catholic Church remained deeply involved in 
dispensing magic. Immense numbers of magical rites and 
procedures were developed. . . . Saints and shrines that 
performed specialized miracles proliferated, and new 
procedures for seeking saintly intercession abounded. 
Many forms of illness, especially mental illness, were 
defi ned as cases of possession, and legions of offi  cial 
exorcists appeared to treat them.

Stark and Bainbridge noted that magic’s respectabil-
ity has decreased as more scientifi c attitudes have prolif-
erated. Magic, especially magical healing, is now found 
mostly among sectarians and cultists. Th is fact makes 
the religious beliefs of sects and cults particularly vul-
nerable to criticism and refutation (Beckwith, 1986).

MAJOR TYPES OF RELIGIONS ●

Th e earliest evidence of religious practice comes from 
the Middle East. In Shanidar Cave in Iraq, archaeolo-
gist Ralph Solecki (1971) found remains of burials of 
Neanderthals—early members of our own species, 
Homo sapiens—dating from between 60,000 and 45,000 
years ago. Bodies were tied into a fetal position, buried 
on their sides, provided with morsels of food placed at 
their heads, and covered with red powder and some-
times with fl ower petals. Th ose practices—the food and 
the ritual care with which the dead were buried—point 
to a belief in some kind of existence after death.

Using studies of present-day cultures as well as his-
torical records, sociologists have devised a number of 
ways of classifying religions. One of the simplest and 
most broadly inclusive schemes recognizes four types 
of religion: supernaturalism, animism, theism, and 
abstract ideals.

Supernaturalism

Supernaturalism postulates the existence of nonperson-
alized supernatural forces that can, and often do, infl u-
ence human events. Th ese forces are thought to inhabit 
animate and inanimate objects alike—people, trees, 
rocks, places, even spirits or ghosts—and to come and 
go at will. Th e Melanesian/ Polynesian concept of mana 
is a good example of the belief in an impersonal super-
natural power.

Mana is a diff use, nonpersonalized force that acts 
through anything that lives or moves, although inanimate 
objects such as an unusually shaped rock also can pos-
sess mana. Th e proof that a person or thing possesses 
mana lies in its observable eff ects. A great chief, merely 
by virtue of his position of power, must possess mana, as 
does the oddly shaped stone placed in a garden plot that 
then unexpectedly yields huge crops. Although it is con-
sidered dangerous because of its power, mana is neither 

MAGIC ●

In some societies, magic serves some of the functions of 
religion, although there are essential diff erences between 
the two. Magic is an active attempt to coerce spirits or to 
control supernatural forces. It diff ers from other types of 
religious beliefs in that one god or gods are not worshipped. 
Magic is used to manipulate and control matters that 
seem to be beyond human control and that may involve 
danger and uncertainty. It is usually a means to an end, 
whereas religion is usually an end in itself, although 
prayer might be regarded as utilitarian when a believer 
asks for a personal benefi t. In most instances, religion 
unifi es a group of believers, whereas magic is designed 
to help the individual who uses it. Bronislaw Malinowski 
(1954) explains:

We fi nd magic wherever the elements of chance and 
accident, and the emotional play between hope and 
fear have a wide and extensive range. We do not fi nd 
magic wherever the pursuit is certain, reliable, and well 
under the control of rational methods and technological 
processes. Further, we fi nd magic where the element of 
danger is conspicuous.

During the Middle Ages, when most of the popula-
tion was illiterate, the belief in magic was quite exten-
sive. Almost everyone believed in sorcery, werewolves, 
witchcraft, and black magic. If a noblewoman died, her 
servants ran around the house emptying all containers 
of water so her soul would not drown. Bloodletting to 
cure illnesses was popular. Plagues were believed to be 
the result of an unfortunate conjuncture of the stars and 
planets. Th e air was believed to be infested with such 
soulless spirits as unbaptized infants, ghouls who pulled 
out cadavers in graveyards and gnawed on their bones, 
and vampires who sucked the blood of stray children. 
For the medieval mind, magic provided an understand-
ing of how the world worked. It helped relieve anxiety 
and allowed people to blame events on bad luck or evil 
spirits, and it permitted them to cast blame on curses 
and witchcraft. Astrology was the most popular science 
of that time. Only religion could rival astrology as an all-
embracing explanation for the unpredictability of life 
(Shermer, 2000).

Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge (1985) have 
noted that a belief in magic has always been a major 
part of Christian faith. A common theme throughout 
the centuries has been the eff ort of organized religion 
to prohibit unorthodox practices and practitioners and 
to monopolize magic. Nonchurch magic was identifi ed 
as superstition. Serious eff orts to root out magic once 
and for all emerged in the fi fteenth century. Eventually, 
as many as 500,000 people may have been executed for 
witchcraft. “In order to monopolize religion,” Stark and 
Bainbridge wrote,

[A] church must monopolize all access to the 
supernatural.. . .But if the church is to deny others access 



CHAPTER 13 RELIGION 299

constructive assistance, and others take pleasure in 
deliberately working evil for people.

Ghosts and ancestor spirits represent the super-
natural beings of human origin. Many cultures believe 
that everyone has a soul, or several souls, which survive 
after death. Some of those souls remain near the living 
and continue to be interested in the welfare of their kin 
(Ember and Ember, 1981).

Animism

Animism is the belief in inanimate, personalized spir-
its or ghosts of ancestors that take an interest in, and 
actively work to influence, human affairs. The souls or 
spirits may inhabit the bodies of people and animals 
as well as inanimate objects such as plants or rocks. 
They may also be present in winds, rivers, or moun-
tains. The souls or spirits are unique beings with feel-
ings, motives, and a will of their own. Unlike mana, 
spirits may be intrinsically good or evil. Although 
they are powerful, they are not worshipped as gods, 
and because of their humanlike qualities, they can 
be manipulated—wheedled, frightened away, or 
appeased—by using the proper magic rituals. For 
example, many Native American and South American 
Indian societies (as well as many other cultures in 
the world) think sickness is caused by evil spirits. 
Shamans, or medicine men or women, supposedly 
can effect cures because of their special relationships 
with these spirits and their knowledge of magic ritu-
als. If the shamans are good at their jobs, they sup-
posedly can persuade or force the evil spirit to leave 
the sick person or to discontinue exerting its harmful 
influence.

In our own culture, some people consult mediums, 
spiritualists, and Ouija boards in an eff ort to contact the 
spirits and ghosts of departed loved ones.

Theism

Th eism is the belief in divine beings—gods and goddess-
es—who shape human aff airs. Gods are seen as power-
ful beings worthy of worship. Most theistic societies 
practice polytheism, the belief in a number of gods. Each 
god or goddess usually has particular spheres of infl u-
ence such as childbirth, rain, or war, and generally one 
is more powerful than the rest and oversees the others’ 
activities. In the ancient religions of Mexico, Egypt, and 
Greece, for instance, we fi nd a pantheon, or a host, of 
gods and goddesses.

Monotheism

Monotheism is the belief in the existence of a single 
god. Only three religions are known to be monothe-
istic, Judaism and its two offshoots, Christianity 
and Islam. These three religions have the greatest 

harmful nor benefi cial in itself, but it may be used by its 
possessors for either good or evil purposes. An analogy 
in our culture might be nuclear power, a natural force 
that intrinsically is neither good nor evil but can be 
turned to either end by its possessors. We must not carry 
the analogy too far, however, because we can account for 
nuclear power according to natural, scientifi c principles 
and can predict its eff ects reliably without resorting to 
supernatural explanations. A narrower, less comprehen-
sive, but more appropriate analogy in Western society 
is our idea of luck, which can be good or bad and over 
which we feel we have little control.

Although certain objects possess mana, taboos can 
exist in relation to other situations. A religious taboo is 
a sacred prohibition against touching, mentioning, or look-
ing at certain objects, acts, or people. Violating a taboo 
results in some form of pollution. Taboos can exist in ref-
erence to foods not to be eaten, places not to be entered, 
objects and people not to be touched, and so on. Even 
a person who becomes a victim of some misfortune 
may be accused of having violated a taboo and can also 
become stigmatized.

Taboos exist in a wide variety of religions. Polynesian 
peoples believed that their chiefs and noble families 
were imbued with powerful mana that could be deadly 
to commoners. Hence, elaborate precautions were taken 
to prevent physical contact between commoners and 
nobles. Th e families of the nobility intermarried (a chief 
often would marry his own sister), and chiefs actually 
were carried everywhere to prevent them from touching 
the ground and thereby killing the crops. Many religions 
forbid the eating of selected foods. Jews and Muslims 
have taboos against eating pork at any time, and up until 
the early 1960s, Catholics were forbidden to eat meat on 
Fridays. Most cultures forbid sexual relations between 
parents and children and between siblings (the incest 
taboo) (see Chapter 3, “Culture”).

Supernatural beings fall into two broad categories, 
those of nonhuman origin, such as gods and spirits, and 
those of human origin, such as ghosts and ancestral spir-
its. Chief among those of nonhuman origin are the gods 
who are believed to have created themselves and might 
have created or given birth to other gods. Although gods 
may create, not all religions attribute the creation of the 
world to them.

Many of the gods thought to have participated in cre-
ation have retired, so to speak. Having set the world in 
motion, they no longer take part in day-to-day activities. 
Other creator gods remain involved in ordinary human 
activities. Whether or not a society has creator gods, 
many other aff airs are left to lesser gods. For example, 
the Maori of New Zealand have three important gods: a 
god of the sea, a god of the forest, and a god of agricul-
ture. Th ey call upon each god for help in the appropriate 
area.

Below the gods in prestige, but often closer to the 
people, are the unnamed spirits. Some of these can off er 



PART 4 INSTITUTIONS300

A SOCIOLOGICAL APPROACH  ●
TO RELIGION

When sociologists approach the study of religion, they 
focus on the relationship between religion and society. 
Th e functionalist sociologists have examined the func-
tions religion plays in social life, whereas confl ict theo-
rists have viewed religion as a means for justifying the 
political status quo.

The Functionalist Perspective

Since at least 60,000 years ago, as indicated by the 
Neanderthal burials at Shanidar Cave, religion has 
played a role in all known human societies. Th e ques-
tion that interests us here is, what universal functions 
does religion have? Sociologists have identifi ed four cat-
egories of religious function: satisfying individual needs, 
promoting social cohesion, providing a worldview, and 
helping adaptation to society.

Satisfying Individual Need
Religion off ers individuals ways to reduce anxiety and 
promote emotional integration. Although Sigmund 
Freud (1918, 1928) thought religion to be irrational, he 
saw it as helpful to the individual in coming to terms 
with impulses that induce guilt and anxiety.

Freud argued that from a belief in lawgiving, powerful 
deities could help people reduce their anxieties by pro-
viding strong, socially reinforced inducements for con-
trolling dangerous or immoral impulses.

Further, in times of stress, individuals can calm them-
selves by appealing to deities for guidance or even for 

number of believers worldwide (see Table 13-1). Even 
these faiths are not purely monotheistic, however. 
Christianity, for example, includes belief in such 
divine or semi-divine beings as angels, the devil, 
saints, and the Virgin Mary. Nevertheless, because 
all three religions contain such a strong belief in the 
supremacy of one all-powerful being, they are con-
sidered to be monotheistic.

Abstract Ideals

Some religions are based on abstract ideals rather than 
a belief in supernatural forces, spirits, or divine beings. 
Abstract ideals focus on the achievement of personal 
awareness and a higher state of consciousness through 
correct ways of thinking and behaving rather than by 
manipulating spirits or worshipping gods. Such religions 
promote devotion to religious rituals and practices and 
adherence to moral codes of behavior. Buddhism is 
an example of a religion based on abstract ideals. Th e 
Buddhist’s ideal is to become one with the universe, not 
through worship or magic, but by meditation and cor-
rect behavior.

TABLE 13-1 Major Religions of the World—2000

Total World Population 6,050,000,000*

Percentage 
of Total

Christians 1,999,564,000 33.0

 Roman Catholic 1,057,328,000 17.5

 Protestants 342,002,000   5.6

 Orthodox 215,129,000   3.7

 Anglican 79,650,000   1.3

 Unaffi liated Christians 111,125,000   1.8

Baha’ 7,106,000   0.1

Buddhists 353,794,000   6.0

Chinese folk-religionists 359,982,000   5.9

Ethnic religionists 228,367,000   3.8

Muslims 1,188,243,000 19.6

Hindus 811,336,000 13.3

Jews 14,434,000   0.2

Sikhs 23,258,000   0.4

Nonreligious 768,159,000 12.7

Atheists 150,090,000   2.5
* World Population Adjusted to Year 2000.
Source: World Christian Trends: AD 30–AD 2200, Pasadena,
CA: William Carey Library, 2001.

Religious rituals fulfi ll a number of social functions. They bring 
people together physically, promote social cohesion, and 
reaffi rm a group’s beliefs and values.
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of the Americas. Shortly after the establishment of the 
Mormon Church, Smith had a revelation that Zion, the 
place where the Mormons would prepare for the millen-
nium, was to be established in Jackson County, Missouri. 
Within two years, 1,200 Mormons had bought land and 
settled in Jackson County. Th e other residents in the area 
became concerned about the infl ux, and in 1833, they 
published their grievances in a document that became 
known as the manifesto, or secret constitution.

Th ey charged the Mormons with a variety of transgres-
sions and pledged to remove them from Jackson County. 
Several episodes of confl ict followed, which eventually 
forced the Mormons to move into an adjoining county. 
Th ese encounters with a hostile environment produced 
a sense of collective identity at a time when it was des-
perately needed. Th e church was less than two years old 
and included individuals from diverse religious back-
grounds. Th ere was a great deal of internal discord, and 
without the unity that resulted from the confl ict with 
the townspeople, the group might have disappeared 
altogether (MacMurray and Cunningham, 1973).

Durkheim’s interest in the role of religion in society 
was aroused by his observation that religion, like the 
family, seemed to be a universal human institution. Th is 
universality meant that religion must serve a vital func-
tion in maintaining the social order. Durkheim felt that 
he could best understand the social role of religion by 
studying one of the simplest kinds—the totemism of the 
aboriginal Australian. A totem is an ordinary object such 
as a plant or animal that has become a sacred symbol to 
and of a particular group or clan who not only revere the 
totem but also identify with it. Th us, reasoned Durkheim, 
religious symbols such as totems, as well as religion 
itself, arose from society itself, not from outside it. When 
people recognize or worship supernatural entities, they 
are really worshipping their own society. Th us, society is 
the origin of the shared religious beliefs, which in turn 
helps solidify society.

Durkheim saw religious ritual as an important part 
of this social cement. Religion, through its rituals, fulfi lls 
a number of social functions. It brings people together 
physically, promoting social cohesion; it reaffi  rms the 
group’s beliefs and values; it helps maintain norms, 
mores, and prohibitions so that violation of a secular 
law—murder or incest, for instance—is also a viola-
tion of the religious code and can warrant ritual pun-
ishment or purifi cation; it transmits a group’s cultural 
heritage from one generation to the next; and it off ers 
emotional support to individuals during times of stress 
and at important stages in their lives such as puberty, 
marriage, and death.

In Durkheim’s view, these functions are so important 
that even a society that lacks the idea of the sacred must 
substitute some system of shared beliefs and rituals. 
Indeed, some theorists see communism as such a sys-
tem. Soviet communism had its texts and prophets (Karl 
Marx, Friedrich Engels), its shrines (V. I. Lenin’s tomb), 

outright help, or they can calm their fears by trusting 
in God. In the face of so many things that are beyond 
human control and yet can drastically aff ect human for-
tunes (such as droughts, fl oods, or other natural disas-
ters), life can be terrifying. It is comforting to “know” the 
supernatural causes of both good fortune and bad. Some 
people attempt to control supernatural forces through 
magic rituals.

Perhaps this is why the deceased best-selling author 
Michael Crichton (a medical doctor and author of 
Jurassic Park) ate the same meal for lunch every day 
while working on a new novel and why former New York 
Giants football coach Bill Parcells would stop and buy 
coff ee at two diff erent coff ee shops on his way to the sta-
dium before every game.

Social Cohesion
Émile Durkheim, one of the earliest functional theo-
rists, noted the ability of religion to bring about group 
unity and cohesion. According to Durkheim, all societ-
ies have a continuing need to reaffi  rm and uphold their 
basic sentiments and values. Th is is accomplished when 
people come together and communally proclaim their 
acceptance of the dominant belief system. In this way, 
people are bound to one another, and as a result, the sta-
bility of the society is strengthened[Q8].

Not only does religion in itself bring about social 
cohesion, but often, the hostility and prejudice directed 
at its members by outsiders also helps strengthen bonds 
between those members. For example, during the 1820s, 
Joseph Smith, a young farmer from Vermont, claimed that 
he had received visits from heavenly beings. He said the 
apparitions enabled him to produce a 600-page history, 
known as the Book of Mormon, of the ancient inhabitants 
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Despite their doubts about the existence of God, 12% of 
atheists and 25% of agnostics pray a few times a month.
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responds to the basic human need to understand the 
purpose of life. In doing so, religion must give mean-
ing to the social world within which life occurs. Th is 
means creating a worldview that can have social, politi-
cal, and economic consequences. For instance, consider 
the issue of whether salvation can be achieved through 
active mastery (hard work, for example) or through pas-
sive contemplation (meditation). Calvinism expresses 
the fi rst approach, and the second is evident in several 
of the Eastern religions. Another major issue in creating 
a worldview is whether salvation means concentrating 
on a supernatural world, this world, or an inner world.

Using these ideas, Weber theorized that Calvinism 
fostered the Protestant ethic of hard work and asceti-
cism and that Protestantism was an important infl u-
ence on the development of capitalism. Calvinism is 
rooted in the concept of predestination, which holds 
that before they are born, certain people are selected for 
heaven and others for hell. Nothing anyone does in this 
world, Calvinists believe, can change this. Th e Calvinists 
consequently were eager to fi nd out whether they were 
among those chosen for salvation. Worldly success—
especially the fi nancial success that grew out of strict 
discipline, hard work, and self-control—was regarded 
as proof that a person was among the select few. Money 
was accumulated not to be spent but to be displayed 
as proof of being among the chosen. Capitalist virtues 
became Calvinist virtues. It was Weber’s view that even 
though capitalism existed before Calvinist infl uence, it 
blossomed only with the advent of Calvinism.

Weber’s analysis has been criticized from many 
standpoints. Calvinist doctrines were not as uniform as 
Weber pictured them, nor was the work ethic confi ned 
to the Protestant value system. Rather, it seems to have 
been characteristic of the times, promoted by Catholics 
as well as by Protestants. Finally, one could just as well 
argue the reverse, that the social and economic changes 
leading to the rise of industrialism and capitalism 
stimulated the emergence of the new Protestantism—a 
position that Marxist analysts have taken. Today, it is gen-
erally agreed that although religious beliefs did indeed 
aff ect economic behavior, the tenets of Protestantism 
and capitalism tended to support each other. However, 
the lasting value of Weber’s work is his demonstration 
of how religion creates and legitimizes worldviews and 
how important these views are to human social and 
political life.

Adaptations to Society
Religion can also be seen as having adaptive conse-
quences for the society in which it exists. For example, 
many would view the Hindu belief in the sacred cow, 
which may not be slaughtered, as a strange and not par-
ticularly adaptive belief. Th e cows are permitted to wan-
der freely and defecate along public paths.

Marvin Harris (1966) has suggested that there might 
be benefi cial economic consequences in India from not 

its rituals (May Day parade), and its unique moral code. 
Durkheim thought that much of the social upheaval of 
his day could be attributed to the fact that religion and 
ritual no longer played an important part in people’s 
lives and that, without a shared belief system, the social 
order was breaking down.

Although many sociologists today take issue with 
Durkheim’s explanation of the origins of religion based 
on totemism, they nevertheless recognize the value of 
his functional approach to understanding the vital role 
of religion in society.

Secular society depends on external rewards and pres-
sures for results, whereas religion depends on the inter-
nal acceptance of a moral value structure. Durkheim 
believed that because religion is eff ective in bringing 
about adherence to social norms, society usually pres-
ents those norms as an expression of a divine order. For 
example, in ancient China, as in France until the late 
eighteenth century, political authority—the right to rule 
absolutely—rested securely on the notion that emper-
ors and kings ruled because it was divine will that they 
do so—the divine right of kings. In Egypt, the political 
authority of pharaohs was unquestioned because they 
were more than just kings; they were believed to be gods 
in human form.

Religion legitimizes more than just political author-
ity. Although many forms of institutionalized inequal-
ity do not operate to the advantage of the subgroups 
or individuals aff ected by them, they help perpetu-
ate the larger social order and often are justifi ed by an 
appeal to sacred authority. In such situations, although 
religion serves to legitimize social inequality, it does 
function to sustain societal stability. Th us, the Jews in 
Europe were kept from owning land and were other-
wise persecuted because of the myth “they had killed 
Christ” (Trachtenberg, 1961); and even slavery has been 
defended on religious grounds. In 1700, Judge John Saffi  n 
of Boston wrote of the

Order that God hath set in the world, who hath Ordained 
diff erent degrees and orders of men, some to the High and 
Honorable, some to be Low and Despicable. . .yea, some to 
be born slaves, and so to remain during their lives, as hath 
been proved. (Montagu, 1964a)

Religions do not always legitimize secular author-
ity. In feudal Europe, the church had its own political 
structure, and there often was tension between church 
and state. Indeed, just as the church often legitimized 
monarchs, it also excommunicated those who failed to 
take its wishes into account. However, the fact remains 
that religious institutions usually do dovetail neatly with 
other social institutions, legitimizing and helping to sus-
tain them.

Establishing Worldviews
According to Max Weber in his classic book, Th e 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, religion 
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would lead to the slaughter of all whites. For others, the 
dance just rekindled pride in their heritage. For what-
ever reasons, the Ghost Dance could not be contained, 
despite the government’s attempts to ban it.

On December 28, 1890, the people of a Sioux village 
camped under federal guard at Wounded Knee, South 
Dakota, and began to dance. Th ey ignored orders to stop 
and continued to dance until someone suddenly fi red 
a shot. Th e soldiers opened fi re, and soon more than 
200 of the original 350 men, women, and children were 
killed. Th e soldiers’ losses were 29 dead and 33 wounded, 
mostly from their own bullets and shrapnel. Th is slaugh-
ter was the last battle between the Indians of the Great 
Plains and the soldiers of the dominant society (Brown, 
1971). (For a discussion of religious tolerance in other 
countries, see “Global Sociology: Th e Worst Off enders of 
Religious Freedom.”)

The Confl ict Theory Perspective

Karl Marx asserted that the dominant ideas of each age 
have always been the ideas of the ruling class (Marx and 
Engels, 1848/1961), and from this it was a small step to his 
assertion that the dominant religion of a society is that 
of the ruling class, an observation that has been borne 
out by historical evidence. Marxist scholars emphasize 
religion’s role in justifying the political status quo by 
cloaking political authority with sacred legitimacy and 
thereby making opposition to it seem immoral.

Th e concept of alienation is an important part of 
Marx’s thinking, especially in his ideas of the origin 
and functions of religion. Alienation is the process by 
which people lose control over the social institutions they 
themselves invented. People begin to feel like strang-
ers—aliens—in their own world. Marx further believed 
that religion is one of the most alienating infl uences in 
human society, aff ecting all other social institutions and 
contributing to a totally alienated world.

According to Marx, “Man makes religion, religion 
does not make man” (Marx, 1867a/1967). Th e function of 
God thus was invented to serve as the model of an ideal 
human being. People soon lost sight of this fact, how-
ever, and began to worship and fear the ideal they had 
created as if it were a separate, powerful supernatural 
entity.

Th us, religion, because of the fear people feel for the 
god they themselves have created, serves to alienate 
people from the real world.

Marx saw religion as the tool that the upper classes 
used to maintain control of society and to dominate 
the lower classes. In fact, he referred to it as the “opi-
ate of the masses,” believing that through religion, the 
masses were kept from actions that might change their 
relationship with those in power. Th e lower classes were 
distracted from taking steps toward social change by 
the promise of happiness through religion. If they fol-
lowed the rules established by religion, they expected to 

slaughtering cattle. Th e cows and their off spring provide 
a number of resources that could not be provided easily 
in other ways. For example, a team of oxen is essential 
to India’s many small farms. Oxen could be produced 
with fewer cows, but food production would have to be 
devoted to feeding those cows. With the huge supply of 
sacred cows, although they are not well fed, the oxen are 
produced at no cost to the economy.

Cow dung is also necessary in India for cooking and as 
fertilizer. It is estimated that dung equivalent to 45 mil-
lion tons of coal is burned annually. Alternative sources 
of fuel, such as wood or oil, are scarce or costly.

Although most Hindus do not eat beef, cattle that die 
naturally or are slaughtered by non-Hindus are eaten by 
the lower castes. Without the Hindu taboo against eat-
ing beef, these other members of the Indian hierarchy 
would not have access to this food supply. Th erefore, 
because the sacred cows do not compete with people 
for limited resources and because they give birth to the 
oxen who are a cheap source of labor, fuel, and fertilizer, 
the taboo against slaughtering cattle appears to be quite 
adaptive.

When societies are under great stress or attack, 
their members sometimes fall into a state of despair 
analogous, perhaps, to that of a person who becomes 
depressed. Institutions lose their meaning for people, 
and the society is threatened with what Durkheim 
called anomie, or “normlessness.” If this continues, the 
social structure can break down, and the society may 
be absorbed by another society unless the culture can 
regenerate itself. Under these conditions, revitalization 
movements sometimes emerge. Revitalization move-

ments are powerful religious movements that stress a 
return to the traditional religious values of the past. Many 
of them can be found in the pages of history and even 
exist today.

In the 1880s, for instance, the once free Plains Indians 
lived in misery, crowded onto barren reservations by sol-
diers of the U.S. government. Cheated out of the pitiful 
rations that had been promised them, they lived in hun-
ger—and with memories of the past. Th en a Paiute by 
the name of Wovoka had a vision, and he traveled from 
tribe to tribe to spread the word and demonstrate his 
Ghost Dance.

Give up fi ghting, he told the people. Give up all things of 
the white man. Give up guns, give up European clothing, 
give up alcohol, and give up all trade goods. Return to the 
simple life of the ancestors. Live simply—and dance! Once 
the Indian people are pure again, the Great Spirit will 
come, all Indian ancestors will return, and all the game 
will return. A big fl ood will come, and after it is gone, only 
Indians will be left in this good time. (Brown, 1971)

Wovoka’s Ghost Dance spread among the defeated 
tribes. From the Great Plains to California, Native 
American communities took up the slow, trancelike 
dance. Some believed that the return of the ancestors 
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receive their reward in heaven, so they had no reason to 
try to change or improve their condition in this world. 
Th ese religious beliefs helped the ruling classes exploit 
the lower classes; religion legitimized upper-class power 
and authority. Although modern political and social 
thinkers do not accept all of Marx’s ideas, they recognize 
his contribution to the understanding of the social func-
tions of religion.

Although religion performs a number of vital func-
tions in society—helping maintain social cohesion and 
control while satisfying the individual’s need for emo-
tional comfort, reassurance, and a worldview—it also 
has negative, or dysfunctional, aspects.

Marx would be quick to point out a major dysfunction 
of religion. Th rough its ability to make the existing social 
order seem the only conceivable and acceptable way of 

Religious freedom is central to American identity and 
a core objective of U.S. foreign policy. Many countries 
severely restrict and deny people the ability to practice 
their religion. In December 2007, the Organization of 
the Islamic Conference, comprising 57 states with sig-
nifi cant Muslim populations, declared that the group 
does not recognize the right of individuals to freely 
change their religion. Even with widespread religious 
intolerance throughout the world, the United States 
has singled out eight of the worst off enders that it 
calls Countries of Particular Concern or CPCs. Th ese 
countries stand out in their refusal to allow religious 
freedom. Th ey include:
China, an offi  cially atheist country. Religious activities 
by groups that have not registered are illegal and may 
be punished. Th e government is particularly harsh on 
Tibetan Buddhists, Catholics faithful to the Vatican, 
underground Protestants, Muslims, and Falun Gong. 
Tibetan monks and nuns have been forced to sign 
statements personally denouncing the Dalai Lama. 
Many religious believers are in prison for their faith, 
and beatings, torture, and the destruction of places of 
worship have taken place.
North Korea, where religious freedom does not exist. 
Religious believers, particularly Christians, often face 
imprisonment, torture, or even execution. Christians 
have been imprisoned and tortured for reading the 
Bible and talking about God. Some reports indi-
cate that Christians endured biological warfare 
experiments.
Burma, where the government severely represses and 
violates religious freedom. Buddhist monks have been 
imprisoned for promoting human rights and political 
freedom. Christian clergy face arrest and the destruc-
tion of their churches. Th e government has destroyed 
some mosques and Muslims face considerable dis-
crimination and state-sponsored violence.
Iran, where religious minorities, such as Sunni 
Muslims, Baha’is, Mandaeans, Jews, and Christians 

face imprisonment, harassment, intimidation, and 
discrimination based on their religious beliefs. Th ere 
has been a rise in offi  cially sanctioned anti-Semitic 
propaganda, creating a threatening atmosphere for 
the Jewish community.
Sudan, where the government continues to attempt 
to impose strict Muslim law on non-Muslims in some 
parts of the country, and non-Muslims face discrimi-
nation and restrictions on the practice of their faith. 
Students must study Islam even if they are enrolled in 
private Christian schools.
Eritrea, where, since 2002, only four religious groups 
have been offi  cially recognized. Activities by other reli-
gious groups are banned. More than 200 Protestant 
Christians and Jehovah’s Witnesses have been 
imprisoned for their faith. Severe torture has been 
used to pressure believers to renounce their faith. 
Th ousands of others continue to be detained in harsh 
conditions.
Saudi Arabia, where freedom of religion does not 
exist. Th e government requires all citizens to be 
Muslim and prohibits all public manifestations of 
non-Muslim religions. Islamic practice generally is 
limited to that of a school of the Sunni branch of Islam 
as interpreted by Muhammad Ibn Abd Al-Wahhab, an 
eighteenth-century Arab religious reformer, and prac-
tices contrary to this interpretation are suppressed. 
Non-Muslim worshippers risk arrest, imprisonment, 
or deportation for engaging in religious activities.
Vietnam, where members of the Buddhist, Catholic, 
Protestant, Hoa Hao, and Cao Dai faiths are in prison 
for practicing their faith. Protestants have been sub-
jected to physical abuse and pressured to renounce 
their faith. Th e government has closed hundreds of 
churches and places of worship.

Source: Offi  ce of International Religious Freedom, Th e Inter-

national Religious Freedom Report for 2008, Washington, DC: 
Department of State, 2009.

The Worst Offenders of Religious Freedom
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the Roman Empire; the Anglican Church, which is now 
the offi  cial Church of England; Islam in Saudi Arabia; 
and Confucianism, which was the state religion in China 
until early in the twentieth century.

The Denomination

A denomination tends to limit its membership to a par-
ticular class, ethnic group, or religious group or, at least, 
to have its leadership positions dominated by members of 
such a group. It has no offi  cial or unoffi  cial connection 
with the state, and any political involvement is purely 
a matter of choice by the denomination’s leaders, who 
may either support or oppose any or all of the state’s 
actions and political positions. Denominations do not 
withdraw themselves from the secular society. Rather, 
they participate actively in secular aff airs while tending 
also to cooperate with other religious groups. Th ese two 
characteristics distinguish them from sects, which are 
separatist and unlikely to be tolerant of other religious 
persuasions (Yinger, 1970). In America, Lutheranism, 
Methodism, other Protestant groups, Catholicism, and 
Judaism embody the characteristics of a denomination.

The Sect

A sect is a small group that adheres strictly to religious 
doctrine and often claims that they are the authentic ver-
sion of the faith from which they split. Sects generally rep-
resent a withdrawal from secular society and an active 
rejection of secular culture (Stark and Bainbridge, 1979). 
For example, the Dead Sea Scrolls show clearly that the 
beliefs of both early Christian and Jewish sects, such as 
the Essenes, were rooted in a disgust with society’s self-
indulgent pursuit of worldly pleasures and in a rejection 
of the corruption perceived in the prevailing religious 
hierarchy (Abegg Jr. et al., 2002).

life, it obscures the fact that people construct society 
and therefore can change society. Religion, by impos-
ing acceptance of supernatural causes of conditions and 
events, tends to conceal the natural and human causes 
of social problems. In fact, in this role of justifying or 
legitimating the status quo, religion may very well hin-
der much-needed changes in the social structure. By 
diverting attention from injustices in the existing social 
order, religion discourages the individual from taking 
steps to correct these conditions.

An even more basic and subtle dysfunction of religion 
is its insistence that only one body of knowledge and only 
one way of thinking are sacred and correct, thereby lim-
iting independent thinking and the search for further 
knowledge.

ORGANIZATION OF RELIGIOUS LIFE ●

Religious groups can be organized in a variety of ways. In 
the next section, we will examine some of these.

The Universal Church

A universal church includes all the members of a soci-
ety within one united moral community (Yinger, 1970). It 
is fully part of the social, political, and economic status 
quo and therefore accepts and supports (more or less) 
the secular culture. In a preliterate society, in which reli-
gion is not really a separate institution but rather part 
of the entire fabric of social life, a person belongs to the 
church simply by being a member of the society. In more 
complex societies, the church cuts across divisions and 
binds all believers into one moral community. A univer-
sal church, however, does not seek to change the condi-
tions of social inequality created by the secular society 
and culture, and indeed, it may even legitimize them. 
(An example is the Hindu religion of India, which used to 
perpetuate a rigid caste system.)

The Ecclesia

An ecclesia is a church that shares the same ethical sys-
tem as the secular society and has come to represent and 
promote the interest of the society at large. Like the uni-
versal church, an ecclesia extends itself to all members 
of a society, but because it has so completely adjusted 
its ethical system to the political structure of the secular 
society, it comes to represent and promote the interests 
of the ruling classes. In this process, the ecclesia loses 
some adherents among the lower social classes, who 
increasingly reject it for membership in sects, whether 
sacred or civil (Yinger, 1970). An ecclesia is usually the 
offi  cial or national religion. For most people, mem-
bership is by birth rather than by conscious decision. 
Ecclesias have been common throughout human his-
tory. Examples include the Catholic Church in Spain and 
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In the United States, Lutheranism and Methodism (and other 
Protestant groups), Catholicism, and Judaism all embody the 
characteristics of a denomination.
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preachers who predicted that the end of the world was 
imminent. People abandoned their homes and crops, 
and mobs of the devout took refuge in churches or fl ed 
on pilgrimages to the Holy Land.

Similar predictions occurred with the advent of the year 
2000. Many Christian groups believed the new millennium 
would see monumental events predicted in the New Testament 
book of Revelation, which predicts a thousand-year kingdom 
of peace and plenty and a new heaven on Earth.

Why would anyone want to believe the end of the 
world is near? Part of the answer is that the apocalypse 
usually does not mean pure destruction but, rather, the 
destruction of evil and the victory of good. Believers feel 
they are the center of the universe and the cosmic drama 
is coming to its ultimate conclusion in their time. Life is 
fi lled with meaning.

Apocalyptic beliefs also appeal to people who feel that 
life has not been fair to them. One of the great appeals 
of apocalyptic views is that they help make sense of the 
world. All events start to have signifi cance, but they also 
can lead to conspiracy theories because every detail is 
linked to a much larger drama in which good and evil are 
at odds. Th ere is no such thing as chance.

Early in their development, sects often are so harsh 
in their rejection of society that they invite persecu-
tion. Some actually thrive on martyrdom, which causes 
members to intensify their fervent commitment to 
the faith. Consider, for example, the Christian martyrs 
in Rome before Emperor Constantine’s conversion to 
Christianity. (For a discussion of the continuing evolu-
tion of religion, see “Day-to-Day Sociology: Today’s Cult 
Might Be Tomorrow’s Mainstream Religion.”)

Millenarian Movements

Millenarian movements typically prophesy the end of 
the world, the destruction of all evil people and their works, 
and the saving of the just. Millenarian ( from the Latin 
word for “thousand”) prophecies often are linked with 
the symbolic number 1,000 or multiples thereof.

Th roughout human history, religious leaders have 
emerged in times of stress, foretelling the end of the 
world and asking everyone to stop whatever they are 
doing to follow the bearers of the message.

With the advent of AD 1000, Christendom in medieval 
Europe was thrown into a panic by religious doomsday 

Text not available due to copyright restrictions



CHAPTER 13 RELIGION 307

has become the world’s most religiously diverse nation 
(Eck, 2001).

Widespread Belief

Americans generally take religion for granted. 
Although the religious affi  liation and degree of church 
attendance diff er widely, almost all Americans (92%) 
claim to believe in God. About 74% believe in life after 
death, and 63% believe that Scripture is the word of 
God. Even 41% of those who are not affi  liated with a 
particular religious tradition say religion is at least 
“somewhat important” in their lives. Americans also 
attend church or synagogue regularly, with 39% claim-
ing to do so each week (Pew Forum on Religion and 
Public Life, 2008).

Evidence of whether America is experiencing a reli-
gious revival, as some have claimed, is contradictory. 
When asked whether they think religion’s infl uence on 
American life is increasing or decreasing, 35% of respon-
dents said it was increasing, and 58% said it was decreas-
ing. Th is contrasts with 1957 when 69% said religion was 
increasing in infl uence and 14% said it was decreasing. 
Yet nearly half of Americans are devout practitioners 
of their faith by, as already noted, attending church or 
synagogue at least once a week. Two-thirds believe the 
Bible answers all or most of the basic questions of life 
(Gallup Poll, March 2000). More than three-fourths of the 
Americans who believe in heaven think their chances 
of getting there are good or excellent (Gallup Poll, June 
2001). By and large, and despite dire warnings about the 
erosion of religiosity because of new ways of thinking 
and innovative lifestyles, for most Americans, religion 
is a very important part of their lives. (See Table  13-2 
for a comparison of how people in various countries see 
America’s religiosity.)

What happens when the chosen date for the end of 
the world or other millennial event fi nally arrives and 
nothing happens? Some people might just accept it and 
move on. More often, they will try to fi nd a way to prove 
that their prophecy did come true but not exactly in the 
way predicted. Others may reset their apocalyptic clocks 
to another date.

We should not be too quick to dismiss millennial 
movements. Christopher Columbus believed the world 
would end in 1650. He considered his discovery of the 
New World part of a divine plan to establish a millen-
nial paradise. “God made me the messenger of the new 
heaven and the new Earth of which he spoke in the 
Apocalypse of St. John,” Columbus wrote in his journal, 
“and he showed me the spot where to fi nd it” (Sheler, 
1997). Many major religious movements received atten-
tion because of apocalyptic predictions. Ironically, 
although the apocalypse that millenarians prophesy 
may not come true, they often succeed; the world is a 
diff erent place after them. It really was the end of the 
world as we had known it.

ASPECTS OF AMERICAN RELIGION ●

Th e Pilgrims in 1620 sought to build a sanctuary where 
they would be free from religious persecution, and 
the Puritans who followed 10 years later intended to 
build a community embodying all the virtues of pure 
Protestantism, a community that would serve as a moral 
guide to others.

Th us, religion pervaded the social and political goals 
of the early English-speaking settlers in America and 
played a major role in shaping colonial society. Today, 
the four main themes that characterize religion in 
America are religious diversity, widespread belief, secu-
larism, and ecumenism.

Religious Diversity

Th e United States has always been a land of many reli-
gions. Th e European settlers encountered a wide diver-
sity of native religions. Th e early immigrants included 
British Anglicans, Spanish and French Catholics, and 
Quakers. Th e Chinese and Japanese who came to work 
on the West Coast brought with them Buddhist, Taoist, 
and Confucian traditions. European Jews and Irish 
and Italian Catholics arrived in large numbers with 
the nineteenth-century immigration. Th e past 40 years 
have seen an even greater expansion in American reli-
gious diversity. Buddhists have come from Th ailand, 
Vietnam, and Cambodia; Hindus from India and East 
Africa; and Muslims from Indonesia, Bangladesh, and 
the Middle East. Immigrants from Haiti and Cuba 
have brought religious traditions that blend Catholic 
and African beliefs. Even though the United States 
continues to be a predominantly Christian country, it 

No other country has the level of religious pluralism found in 
the United States.
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the nature of all things and provides symbols that, for its 
adherents, establish powerful feelings and attitudes and 
supply motivation toward action. Th us, some political 
movements lack only a sacred or supernatural compo-
nent to qualify as religions. In this increasingly secular 
modern world, however, sacred legitimacy appears to be 
unnecessary for establishing meaning and value in life.

Ecumenism

Ecumenism refers to the trend among many religious 
communities to draw together and project a sense of unity 
and common direction. It is partially a response to secu-
larism and a tendency evident among many religions in 
the United States.

Unlike religious groups in Europe, where issues of doc-
trine have fostered sect-like hard-line separatism among 
denominations, most religious groups in America have 
focused on ethics—that is, how to live an ethical and 
moral life. Th ere is less likelihood of disagreement over 
ethics than over doctrine. Hence, American Protestant 
denominations typically have had rather loose boundar-
ies, with members of congregations switching denomi-
nations rather easily and churches featuring guest 
appearances by ministers of other denominations. In 
this context, ecumenism has fl ourished in the United 
States far more than in Europe.

MAJOR RELIGIONS IN THE UNITED  ●
STATES

Nowhere is the diversity of the American people more 
evident than in their religious denominations. Th ere 
are hundreds of diff erent religious groups in the United 
States, and they vary widely in practices, moral views, 
class structure, family values, and attitudes. A recent 
survey found surprisingly large and persistent diff er-
ences among even the major religious groups.

Th e U.S. census is prohibited from asking about reli-
gion, so the U.S. government generally has little to say on 
the matter. However, since 1972, the National Opinion 
Research Center has been conducting the General Social 
Surveys, which do give us a way of examining American 
religious attitudes and practices. Th is group has corre-
lated information on a variety of issues with religious 
affi  liation. Some of its fi ndings are summarized here. 
(See Table 13-4 for the major religions in the United 
States.)

It is useful to think of American Protestant reli-
gious denominations as ranked on a scale measur-
ing their degree of traditionalism. Conservative 
Protestant denominations include the fundamental-
ists (Pentecostals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and so on), 
Southern Baptists, and other Baptists. Th e moder-
ates include Lutherans, Methodists, and interde-
nominationalists or nondenominationalists. Liberal 

More than half of all religiously affi  liated individuals 
belong to a Protestant denomination, clearly refl ecting 
America’s colonial history. However, other denomina-
tions are also well represented, especially Catholicism 
and Judaism. Th ere are more than 200 formally chartered 
religious organizations in America today. Such pluralism 
is not typical of other societies and has resulted primar-
ily from the waves of European immigrants who began 
to arrive in the postcolonial era. Americans’ traditional 
tolerance of religious diversity refl ects the constitutional 
separation of church and state, so that no one religion is 
recognized offi  cially as better or more acceptable than 
any other. (For more on widespread belief, see “How 
Sociologists Do It: Is Your Professor an Atheist?”)

Secularism

Many scholars have noted that modern society is becom-
ing increasingly secularized, that is, less infl uenced by 
religion. Religious institutions are being confi ned to ever-
narrowing spheres of social infl uence while people turn 
to secular sources for moral guidance in their everyday 
lives (Berger, 1967). Th is shift is refl ected in Americans’ 
lack of religious knowledge; they are, for the most part, 
notoriously indiff erent to, and ignorant of, the basic doc-
trines of their faiths.

Of course, social and political leaders still rely on 
religious symbolism to infl uence secular behavior. Th e 
American Pledge of Allegiance tells us that we are “one 
nation, under God, indivisible,” and our currency tells us 
that “In God We Trust.” Since the turn of the century, how-
ever, modern society has turned increasingly to science, 
rather than to religion, to point the way. Secular political 
movements have emerged that attempt to provide most, 
if not all, of the functions that religion traditionally ful-
fi lled. For example, communism prescribes a belief sys-
tem and an organization that rival those of any religion. 
Like religions, communism off ers a general concept of 

TABLE 13-2 American Religiosity—People in the United 
States Are

Too Religious
Not Religious 
Enough

United States 21 58

France 61 26

Netherlands 57 25

Great Britain 39 28

Germany 39 31

Canada 35 38

India 32 57

Spain 31 40

Russia 27 38

Poland   6 56

Jordan * 95

Source: Pew Global Attitudes Survey, June 23, 2005.
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During the early years of American higher educa-
tion, colleges and universities had strong ties to 
religion. Harvard University, started in 1636, was 
founded to train ministers. Even by the early nine-
teenth century, most college and university profes-
sors believed their mission was to teach lessons 
in theology and moral philosophy that would pre-
pare students for life. By the end of the nineteenth 
century, things started to change. Professors began 
thinking of themselves as scientists and scholars 
who were seeking truth rather than teaching reli-
gious values. Professors began to specialize and 
established their own criteria for evaluating aca-
demic work. Many schools severed their ties to reli-
gious denominations, and the concept of academic 
freedom was advanced. A major change took place 
in the mid-twentieth century when enrollment 
increased and students and faculty members from 
a variety of ethnic, religious, and class backgrounds 
entered the academic world. The secularization of 
American higher education continued in the 1960s 
when many professors suspicious of religion joined 
the academy.

A common stereotype of the college or univer-
sity professor today is that she or he is an atheist 
who rejects religion in favor of science or critical 
inquiry. Is this true? Two sociologists used a nation-
ally representative sample of professors in all fi elds 
and all types of higher education institutions to try 
to answer this question. A quick review of the results 
confi rms the view that religion does not seem to be 
a big part of the academic world. More than 31% of 
the professors in the survey, when asked what their 
religion was, said “none.” Th e professors were also 
asked about their belief in God. Ten percent agreed 
with the statement, “I don’t believe in God,” whereas 
13.4% chose the statement, “I don’t know whether 
there is a God, and I don’t believe there is any way to 
fi nd out.” Taken together, those two numbers mean 
that 23.4% of all professors are either atheists or 
agnostics. Th is percentage is much higher than for 

the U.S. population as a whole. Th e General Social 
Survey of the U.S. found that only 2.8% of the people 
are atheists, whereas 4.1% are agnostic and do not 
know whether God exists.

When we look at professors at elite doctoral univer-
sities, we fi nd that they are much less religious than 
professors teaching in other kinds of institutions. 
Nearly 37% of these professors are either atheists or 
agnostics, compared to about 15% of the professors 
teaching in community colleges.

Atheists and agnostics are more common in some 
disciplines than others. Th e fi elds of psychology and 
biology have the highest proportion of professors who 
are atheists and agnostics, with 61%. At the other end 
of the spectrum, 63% of accounting professors and 
nearly 59% of elementary education professors say 
they have no doubt that God exists.

As high as these numbers are and contrary to pop-
ular opinion, most professors are not atheists and 
agnostics even at elite schools. Professors are cer-
tainly less religious than other Americans, but there 
is substantial variation from discipline to discipline 
and across types of institutions.

Is Your Professor an Atheist?

TABLE 13-3 Professors and Belief in God

Belief Statement

Percent 
Who 
Agreed

I don’t believe in God. 10.0

I don’t know whether there is a God and I 
don’t believe there is any way to fi nd out.

13.4

I don’t believe in a personal God, but I do 
believe in a Higher Power of some kind.

19.6

I fi nd myself believing in God some of the 
time but not at others.

  4.4

Although I have my doubts, I feel that I do 
believe in God.

16.9

I know God really exists and I have no doubts 
about it.

35.7

Source: Neil Gross, Solon Simmons, “The Religiosity of American College and 
University Professors,” Sociology of Religion 70, no. 2 (2009): 101–129

I

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

Protestants are represented by Unitarian Universalists, 
Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and Episcopalians. 
Th is distinction among Protestants is important 
because the various branches often diff er so markedly 
in their attitudes, especially toward social issues, that 
they resemble other religions more than the various 
denominations of their own. For example, a 2007 survey 

showed that 44% of evangelicals believed that most men 
were better suited emotionally for politics than most 
women. Forty-eight percent of evangelicals believed 
“It’s God’s will that women care for children” (Baylor 
Religion Survey, 2008). Refl ecting a similar viewpoint, 
in 2008, Lifeway Christian Bookstores, a chain run by 
the Southern Baptist Convention, pulled the magazine 
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Episcopalians averaging three more years of education 
than fundamentalists and Baptists.

Given the wide diff erences in values and attitudes 
among religious groups, the relative proportion of the 
population that belongs to each group helps determine 
the shape of society. Protestants make up nearly 52% 
of the adult population. Among the major Protestant 
groups, the largest is composed of Baptists, who 
account for 18% of the adult population. Second are 
the Methodists with 9% (George W. Bush was the fi rst 
Methodist to be elected U.S. president since William 
McKinley, who served from 1897 to 1901); next are the 
Lutherans with 7%, followed by Episcopalians at 3%, and 
the Church of Christ at 2%.

Roman Catholics, representing 23.9% of the popula-
tion, make up the largest single religious denomination. 
Jews and Mormons (72% live in Utah) each represent 
1.7% followed by Buddhists at 0.7%, Eastern Orthodox at 
0.6%, Muslim at 0.6%, Hindu at 0.4%, and a host of other 
religions (Pew Forum on Religious Life, 2008).

Th ese percentages are in constant fl ux, however, 
because demographic factors such as birthrates and 
migration patterns can infl uence the number of people 
in any given religion. Religious conversion can also aff ect 
these numbers. Fundamentalism, for example, is gain-
ing among the young and winning converts. (See “Our 
Diverse Society: Changing Religion Early and Often” for 
a discussion of how changing one’s religious affi  liation is 
common in the United States.)

Despite trends toward ecumenism, it seems that 
the magnitude of religious diff erences, the persistence 
of established faiths, and the continual development of 
new faiths will ensure that this pattern of religious diver-
sity will continue (Smith, 1984).

Protestantism

Th e United States is a majority Protestant country. Th at 
is changing, however, and the percentage of the popu-
lation that is Protestant has been falling. In 1993, 63% 
of Americans were Protestant. By 2008, that percent-
age was down to 52%. Th ere are a number of reasons for 
why this is happening. Part of it is due to immigration, 
which has been largely from Asian and Latin American 
countries in recent decades. A second reason is that the 
number of people raised Protestant and remaining so in 
adulthood has declined to 83%. In addition, the percent-
age of people claiming no religion has jumped from 9 to 
14% in the past decade (NORC, 2004).

Because American Protestantism is so fragmented, 
many sociologists simply have classifi ed all non-Cath-
olic Christian denominations in the general category 
of Protestant. However, diff erences exist among the 
various denominations. Membership in the more liberal 
denominations has been dropping and the more conser-
vative ones have increased their membership. Over the 
past 10 years, membership in the Presbyterian Church 

Gospel Today from company stores because the maga-
zine featured fi ve women who are church pastors on the 
cover. Southern Baptists do not believe women should 
be pastors (Pulliam, 2008). Th is is at a time when 71% of 
Americans are in favor of having women pastors, minis-
ters, priests, or rabbis (Gallup Poll, August 2000).

With respect to the hereafter, 79% of Americans 
believe that a day will come when God judges whether 
one goes to heaven or hell (Gallup Poll, August 2000). 
Nearly 90% of fundamentalists and Baptists believe in 
an afterlife. Th is falls to 80% among the moderate and 
liberal denominations. Catholics are similar to liberal 
Protestants in that 75% believe in an afterlife. Among 
people with no religious affi  liation, 46% believe in an 
afterlife.

A strong belief in sin is typical of fundamentalists and 
Baptists. Th is causes them to condemn extramarital and 
premarital sex and homosexuality and to favor outlaw-
ing pornography. Th ere is greater sexual permissiveness 
among the moderate denominations and considerably 
more among the liberal denominations. Catholics tend 
to resemble the Protestant moderates, and Jews tend to 
be more liberal than the liberal Protestant denomina-
tions in this area. Attitudes toward drugs and alcohol 
follow the same pattern, with smoking, drinking, or the 
frequenting of bars least acceptable to fundamentalists 
and Baptists.

Th ere are substantial class diff erences among the 
major denominations. Jews and Episcopalians have 
the highest median annual household incomes, and 
Baptists have the lowest. Th e pattern is the same for 
occupational prestige and education, with Jews and 

TABLE 13-4 Major Religions in the United States

Percentage of Adult

Christian   78.4

 Protestant 51.3

  Evangelical churches 26.3
  Mainline churches 18.1
  Hist. black churches  6.9
 Catholic 23.9

 Mormon   1.7

 Jehovah’s Witness   0.7

 Orthodox   0.6

 Other Christian   0.3

Other religions     4.7

 Jewish   1.7

 Buddhist   0.7

 Muslim   0.6

 Hindu   0.4

 Other faiths   1.2

Unaffi liated   16.1

Don’t know/Refused     0.8

Total 100

Source: Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, 
2008.
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About half of all American adults have changed their 
religion at least once during their lives. Most people 
who change their religion do so before age 24, and 
very few do so after age 50. Many of those who change 
religion do so more than once.

Th e reasons people give for changing their reli-
gion—or leaving religion altogether—diff er widely. 
Many of those who leave the religion of their 
childhood become unaffi  liated. Two-thirds of for-
mer Catholics and half of former Protestants who 
become unaffi  liated say they left their childhood 
faith because they stopped believing in the teach-
ings of their religion. Others left because they do not 
believe in God. Many people who left also said they 
think of religious people as hypocritical or judgmen-
tal and that religious organizations focus too much 
on money or rules.

One in ten American adults is a former Catholic. 
Catholicism has suff ered the greatest loss due to 
religious change. Former Catholics are about evenly 
divided between those who have become unaffi  liated 
and those who have become Protestant. Many people 
who leave the Catholic Church do so for religious rea-
sons. More than half of former Catholics left because 
they stopped believing in its teachings. A small number 
say the clergy sexual abuse scandal factored into their 
decision.

In contrast with other groups, those who switch 
from one Protestant denomination to another 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Changing Religion Early and Often

Ab t h lf
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(for instance, were raised Lutheran and are now 
Methodist) do so in response to changes in their lives. 
Nearly 40% changed religious affi  liation because they 
relocated to a new community, and about another 
40% did so because they married someone from a 
diff erent religious background.

TABLE 13-5 Practicing the Religion of One’s Youth

Percent of U.S.
Population

Do not currently belong to 
childhood faith

44

 Raised Catholic, now 
unaffi liated

  4

 Raised Catholic, now 
Protestant

  5

 Raised Protestant, now 
unaffi liated

  7

 Raised Protestant, now 
different Protestant faith

15

 Raised unaffi liated, now 
affi liated

  4

 Other change in religious 
affi liation

  9

Same faith as childhood 56

 Changed faith at some 
point but returned

  9

 Have not changed faith 47

Source: Pew Forum on Religious Life, Faith in Flux: Changes in Religious 
Affi liation in the U.S., June 2008.

has dropped by almost 12%, the United Church of Christ 
dropped by 15%, and the United Methodist Church, the 
third largest U.S. denomination, lost 7% of its member-
ship. At the same time, membership in the more con-
servative denominations has increased dramatically, 
with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
(Mormons) growing by 19.3%, to 4.2 million. Th ere have 
also been rapid increases in evangelical groups such 
as the Churches of Christ, at 18.6%, and Assemblies of 
God, the largest Pentecostal denomination, at 18.5%. 
Pentecostal churches emphasize “gifts of the Holy Spirit,” 
which include healing and speaking in tongues. Some of 
the growth in these churches is due to the increase in 
ethnic communities (Lampman, 2002).

Since the late 1980s, fundamentalist and evangelical 
Christians have become a visible and vocal segment of 
the Protestant population, and their presence has been 
felt through the media and through their support of 
political candidates. Why are the fundamentalist and 

evangelical churches gaining in popularity? Some of 
their appeal might lie in the sense of belonging and the 
comfort they off er through their belief in a well-defi ned 
and self-assured religious doctrine—no ambiguities and, 
hence, few moral choices to be made.

Th e growth of these churches refl ects religion’s role as 
a social institution, changing over time and from place 
to place, partly in response to concurrent social and cul-
tural changes and partly itself acting as an agent of social 
change. (For more on the growth of certain Protestant 
churches, see “Sociology in Strange Places: Worshipping 
with a Few Th ousand of Your Friends.”)

Catholicism

Nearly 24% of the American population is Roman 
Catholic, representing the largest single religious 
denomination in the United States. Th e Catholic popula-
tion, which has traditionally been based in the Midwest 
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A new phenomenon in the United States is the 
enormous growth in the number of megachurches, 
Protestant congregations with regular weekly atten-
dance in the thousands. At least 1,210 American mega-
churches have been identifi ed with an average weekly 
attendance of 3,612. Th e majority of these are in the 
South but can be found in many other parts of the 
country also.

Th ere appear to be four types of megachurches: 
(1) those whose main focus is teaching; (2) churches 
aimed at evangelizing the unchurched; (3) prosperity 
gospel churches, promising health and wealth, and 
(4) youth-oriented churches emphasizing popular 
culture.

Th e churches generally hold strong beliefs; have 
a clear mission and purpose; and have high expecta-
tions for scriptural study, prayer, and contributing. 
Worship remains the central activity, and members 
describe that experience as inspirational and thought-
provoking.

Most megachurches incorporate contemporary 
music, using guitars and other instruments often 
accompanied by elaborate visual presentations. 
Worship styles are continually evolving, and welcom-
ing innovation contributes to membership growth. 
High-profi le pastors are also a part of the megachurch 
phenomenon. Joel Osteen draws the largest weekly 
church crowd in America—30,000 at three services. 
Small churches are not able to compete with the 
expense of these elaborate services.

Megachurches usually emphasize educational 
programs, fellowship groups, and community service 
involvement. Th ey go out of their way to make people 
feel at home. Most megachurches grow through word 
of mouth from members reaching out to neighbors.

Th e majority of the megachurch members are 
younger than in other types of churches, with many 
under 35 years old. Members are likely to be college 
graduates, often married with young children and liv-
ing within the immediate vicinity of the church.

Most of the megachurches are not politically active. 
Th ey are also more racially diverse than expected. 
About 20% of the members are minorities, and many 
churches are making eff orts to attract members of 
many racial and ethnic groups.

Megachurches are not a totally new phenomenon. 
Even in the 1960s, there were 16 megachurches, with 
the largest having an attendance of nearly 6,000.

The rising influence of megachurches reaches 
beyond their own congregations. Th ey are changing 
the nature of worship and redefi ning the role of the 
church. Th ey set an example for other congregations 
through innovation and experimentation.

Sources: Scott Thumma and Dave Travis, Beyond 

Megachurch Myths: What We Can Learn from America’s 

Largest Churches, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2007; Jane 
Lampman, “Megachurches’ Way of Worship Is on the Rise,” 
Christian Science Monitor, February 6, 2006, http://www.
csmonitor.com/2006/0206/p13s01-lire.html, accessed June 
12, 2009.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

Worshipping with a Few Thousand of Your Friends

and Northeast, has started to move to the South and 
Southwest. Rhode Island is the most Catholic state 
with almost 52%. Th e Catholic Church and evangelical 
churches have been competing for the allegiance of the 
growing Hispanic community (Religious Congregations 
and Membership in the United States, 2000).

One of the most striking things about Catholics in the 
United States is their youth. Twenty-nine percent are 
younger than 30, 36% are between 30 and 49, and 35% 
are older than 50. In contrast, 24% of Protestants are 
younger than 30, and 41% are older than 50. Th e higher 
birthrates among Hispanic Catholics accounts for a 
large part of this diff erence. Another part of the explana-
tion is the diffi  culty that mainline Protestant denomina-
tions have had in retaining young people.

American Catholics have long been an immigrant 
people, and that tradition is continuing. One in fi ve 
Catholics is a member of a minority group. Hispanics 

now make up 16% of American Catholics; another 3% 
are black, and an additional 3% describe themselves 
as nonwhite. Very few Hispanics identify themselves as 
nonwhite, so the data suggest that the infl ux of Catholic 
immigrants from Southeast Asia is starting to show in 
national surveys. Among Protestants, 14% are black and 
2% are Hispanic. Th is means that although the percent-
age of blacks among Protestants is fi ve times that among 
Catholics, a higher percentage of Catholics overall come 
from minority groups.

Since the mid-1960s, Catholics have equaled 
Protestants in levels of education and income, but the 
overall fi gures for Protestants mask signifi cant dif-
ferences between denominations. When we compare 
Catholics with individual Protestant denominations, 
we fi nd them still ranking behind Presbyterians and 
Episcopalians, about on a par with Lutherans and 
Methodists, and well ahead of Baptists on scales that 

http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0206/p13s01-lire.html
http://www.csmonitor.com/2006/0206/p13s01-lire.html
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Jews can be divided into three groups on the basis of 
the manner in which they approach traditional religious 
precepts. Orthodox Jews observe traditional religious 
laws very closely. Th ey maintain strict dietary laws and 
do not work, drive, or engage in other everyday practices 
on the Sabbath. Reform Jews, by contrast, allow for major 
reinterpretations of religious practices and customs, 
often in response to changes in society. Conservative 
Jews represent a compromise between the two extremes. 
Th ey are less traditional than the Orthodox Jews are but 
not as willing to make major modifi cations in religious 
observance as the Reform Jews. In addition, a large sec-
ularized segment of the Jewish population still identi-
fi es itself as Jewish but refrains from formal synagogue 
affi  liation.

As among Protestants, social-class diff erences exist 
among the various Jewish groups. Reform Jews are 
the best educated and have the highest incomes. For 
Orthodox Jews, religious rather than secular education 
is the goal. Th ey have the lowest incomes and the least 
amount of secular education. As might be expected, 
Conservative Jews are situated between these two 
poles.

The state of Israel has played a major role in shap-
ing current Jewish thinking. For many Jews, identifica-
tion with Israel has come to be a secular replacement 
for religiosity. Support for the country is tied to many 
deep psychological and emotional responses. To 
many, Israel and its continued existence represent a 
way of guaranteeing that never again will millions of 
Jews perish in a holocaust. The country is seen as a 
homeland that can help defend world Jewry from the 
unwarranted attacks that have occurred through-
out history. For many Jews, identification with, and 

measure education and income. Th is comparison is 
striking in light of the large numbers of lower-income 
minorities included in the overall Catholic fi gures.

Catholics remain an urban people, with only one 
in four living in rural areas. A higher percentage of 
Catholics (39%) than of any other major denomination 
live in central cities, and 35% live in suburbs. Th e vast 
majority of Catholics are concentrated in the Northeast 
and Midwest.

Catholics have historically favored larger families 
than have other Americans, but by 1985, the diff erence 
in ideal family size between Catholics and Protestants 
had disappeared, with both groups considering two 
children the ideal. Despite the Catholic Church’s con-
demnation of artifi cial means of birth control, American 
Catholics have favored information about and access to 
contraceptives in the same proportion as the rest of the 
population since the 1950s (Gallup and Castelli, 1987).

One of the most important developments in the 
recent history of Catholicism was the ecumenical coun-
cil called by Pope John XXIII (Vatican II), which met 
from 1962 to 1965 and thoroughly reexamined Catholic 
doctrine. Th is ecumenical council led to many changes, 
often referred to as liberalization and including the sub-
stitution of common language for Latin in the Mass. One 
unintended consequence (or latent function) of Vatican 
II was that the centralized authority structure of the 
Catholic Church was questioned. Laypeople and priests 
felt free to dispute the doctrinal pronouncements of 
bishops and even of the pope. What began in the 1960s 
with a seemingly modest eff ort of reform has ended 
with every aspect of Catholic tradition under question. 
America’s biggest single denomination now consists of 
traditional Catholics and “cafeteria Catholics,” who pick 
and choose what to practice.

Surveys show that “people who identify as Catholic 
are more liberal on sexual morals than Protestants as a 
whole.” But both Protestants and Catholics tend to have 
similar birthrates and opinions on abortion (Ostling, 
1999).

Under the leadership of Pope John Paul II, the Catholic 
Church took a more conservative turn. It continued to 
condemn all forms of birth control except the rhythm 
method and rejected high-technology aids to concep-
tion, such as artifi cial insemination, in vitro fertilization, 
or surrogate motherhood. Calls for a greater role for 
women in the church or their ordination to the priest-
hood were rejected. Women were told to seek meaning 
in their lives through motherhood and giving love to 
others.

Judaism

Th ere is a strong identifi cation among Jews on both cul-
tural and religious levels. Th is sense of connectedness 
is an important factor in understanding current trends 
within the religion.

Once a year after reading and analyzing the Bible (the Torah) 
Jews celebrate before they begin the yearly cycle again.
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those who identifi ed themselves as ‘just Jewish’ ” (Niebuhr, 
2000). Interfaith couples have little diffi  culty today fi nd-
ing rabbis willing to offi  ciate at the marriage ceremony.

A subject that has provoked even more controversy is 
the Reform movement’s break with the tradition of matri-
lineal, or motherly, descent. In 1983, the Reform movement 
declared that people could be considered Jewish if either 
the father or mother was Jewish. Before that time, Judaism 
could be passed on to the child only from the mother.

American Jews also diff er with respect to converts. 
Th e Reform movement’s outreach goes against centuries 
of Jewish tradition in which proselytizing was disdained. 
Th e outreach program is quite low-key. Th ere is no 
advertising or airwave sermonizing, which is more com-
mon with Christian evangelical movements. Instead, 
outreach sessions resemble comparative-religion dis-
cussion groups in which introductory classes in Judaism 
are available to interfaith couples as well as to converts.

Jews are dispersed across the United States, but the 
Jewish population is concentrated in the Northeast 
(43%). Th e region containing the fewest Jews is the 
Midwest (13%), and Jews are also proportionately under-
represented in the South (22%) and West (22%).

Th e Jewish population is very well educated. “A quar-
ter (24%) of Jewish adults 18 years of age and older has 
received a graduate degree, and 55% have earned at 
least a bachelor’s degree.” Th is compares with 5 and 28% 
for the general population, respectively. Th e additional 
years of education produce a median household income 
that is 16% higher than the median for all U.S. house-
holds (United Jewish Communities, 2002; Zoll, 2002).

Islam

Islam, an Arabic word that means “surrender” or “submis-
sion,” is the name given to the religion preached by the 
Prophet Muhammad, who taught from AD 612 until his 
death in AD 632. A Muslim is someone who has accepted 
the Islamic declaration of faith, or shahadah, that “Th ere 
is no god but Allah, and Mohammed is His Prophet.” Like 
Jews and Christians, Muslims are monotheists, and all 
three religions share the prophets of the Old Testament. 
(See Table 13-6 for the world’s Muslim population.)

From its roots in the Arab world, Islam has spread in 
virtually every direction and is the world’s second largest 
religion behind Christianity, with 1.1 to 1.3 billion follow-
ers. Almost one-fourth of the world population might be 
Muslim in the near future if current high levels of fertil-
ity continue. Today, Muslims live in every country in the 
world. Although Islam began in Arabia, more than half 
of the world’s Muslims live in South and Southeast Asia. 
Th e countries with the largest Muslim populations are 
Indonesia, India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. About one-
fourth of all Muslims live in the Middle East.

Th e formal acts of worship called the Five Pillars 
of Islam provide the framework for all aspects of a 
Muslim’s life. Th e pillars consist of (1) shahadah, or faith, 
(2) prayer, (3) almsgiving, (4) fasting, and (5) pilgrimage.

 support for, Israel is important to the development of 
cultural or religious ties.

Th e Jewish community has had to deal with the issue 
of ordaining woman rabbis. Reform Jews have moved in 
this direction without a great deal of diffi  culty, and today 
women lead Reform congregations around the country. 
However, the issue of woman rabbis initially produced a 
bitter fi ght among Conservative Jews. Today, an increas-
ing number of Conservative woman rabbis have become 
the heads of congregations. Orthodox Jews have not had 
to address the issue because, for them, the existence of 
a female rabbi would represent too radical a departure 
from tradition to be contemplated.

According to the Bible, God told the Jewish people to 
be fruitful and multiply. In the United States, it seems 
the group is not doing so. Recent surveys estimate that 
5.2 million Jews live in the United States, a decline from 
5.5 million in 1990 (National Jewish Population Survey, 
2002). Demographers predict that the population will 
continue to decline. Th e American Jewish community is 
thus facing a crisis.

Th e reasons for the lack of growth in the Jewish com-
munity are varied. For one thing, Jews in the United 
States are not bearing enough children to replace them-
selves. Th e Jewish birthrate is 1.8 children per woman 
per lifetime—well below the replacement rate of 2.1. Th e 
Jewish population is also quite old, with a median age of 
41 and about 19% of American Jews older than 65. Jewish 
immigration from the former Soviet Union and Israel 
has increased the population somewhat but is unpre-
dictable. Finally, substantial numbers of young Jews are 
choosing to marry outside the faith, although this does 
not necessarily lead to a loss of Jewish identity.

Whether population erosion is occurring, and what 
should be done about it, is an ongoing debate in the 
American Jewish community. Jewish religious groups 
have attempted to liberalize the defi nition of who is 
a Jew, and—in a radical break with tradition—have 
decided to seek converts.

A common fear is that a further decline in the num-
ber of American Jews would lessen their ability to defend 
their political interests. Others suggest that the United 
States would lose the contributions of Jewish scientists, 
artists, and performers. Even though Jews account for 
about 2% of the U.S. population (Harris Poll, 2000), they 
make up 20% of America’s Nobel laureates.

Although many of the reasons for the shrinking Jewish 
population are demographic, the issue of how to stem 
the decline has been the cause of major rifts among the 
branches of the religion. Recent statistics, for example, 
put the rate of Jewish intermarriage at 50%. Jewish opin-
ion is not uniform on the subject but shows a sharp divi-
sion between Orthodox Jews, the most strictly observant 
branch of Judaism, whose members are a small minority 
of the American Jewish population, and non-Orthodox. 
“For example, 64% of Orthodox Jews surveyed said they 
strongly disapproved of interfaith marriages, as opposed 
to 15% of Conservative Jews, 3% of Reform Jews, and 2% of 
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of millions of U.S. Muslims, there are only a thousand 
mosques and community centers to serve them. Islam 
faces the same challenge as Judaism faced with the infl ux 
from Eastern Europe toward the end of the nineteenth 
century. New-style congregations had to be invented, 
new buildings built, and new schools started to train a 
new type of rabbi. U.S. Islam is just beginning to create 
the communal organizations that have served Judaism 
so well. Th ere is no coherent association of mosques to 
unite immigrants with native-born blacks, and national 
organizations of other types are young. Muslims are 
divided the way Protestants have been, by ethnicity, race, 
and language. Only in 1996 did U.S. Muslims establish a 
school for training clergy at the graduate level to parallel 
the Jewish and Christian seminaries (Ostling, 1999).

About one in four Muslims in the United States is 
African American. African-American Muslims are of 
two types—“those who follow mainstream Islamic doc-
trine and those who follow the teachings of the Nation 
of Islam. Th is is an important distinction because the 
Nation of Islam’s teachings are very diff erent from those 
in the Quran” (El-Badry, 1994).

Th e American public has a more favorable view of 
Muslim Americans than Islam as a religion. Fifty-one 
percent of the public has a favorable view of Muslim 
Americans, but only 39% has a favorable view of Islam.

Muslims tend to be socially conservative, favor a close-
knit family, and support religious education. Th e conser-
vatism is based partly on religious beliefs but also arises 
from cultural mores. Samia El-Badry (1994) explains 
that to some Muslims “sexual permissiveness is seen as a 
refl ection on the family, rather than on the individual. Th e 
family is seen as the ultimate authority and is therefore 
responsible for the individual’s behavior.” Many Muslims 
also believe that the eldest man is the head of the family.

Muslims living in America often have diffi  culty rec-
onciling the American way of life with the traditions 
and ideas about morality that exist within their belief. 
Immigrant Muslim parents are often at odds with their 
Americanized off spring about the use of alcohol, which 
is banned in Islam; dating, which is forbidden; and lack 
of respect for elders (El-Badry, 1994).

All religions and denominations are aff ected by the 
current mood of the country. A heightened social con-
sciousness results in demands for reform, whereas 
stressful times often produce a movement toward the 
personalization of religion. In any event, although tradi-
tional forms and practices of religion might be changing 
in the United States, religion itself is likely to continue to 
function as a basic social institution.

Social Aspects of Religious Affi liation

Religious affi  liation seems to be correlated strongly with 
many other important aspects of people’s lives. Direct rela-
tionships can be traced between membership in a particu-
lar religious group and a person’s politics, professional and 
economic standing, educational level, family life, social 

Th ere are three historic divisions in Islam. Th e great 
majority of Muslims belong to the Sunni division. Th ey 
follow a traditional interpretation of Islam. Most of 
the conservative Muslims that Westerners call funda-
mentalists are Sunnis. Th e next largest division is the 
Shiah i-Ali, whose members are called Shii Muslims or 
Shiites. Shiites honor Ali, the cousin and son-in-law of 
Muhammad, and Ali’s descendants, whom they believe 
should be the leaders of the Muslim community. Th e 
Kharijites make up the smallest division of Islam. Th eir 
name is based on an Arabic word that means “secession-
ists.” Th ey were former followers of Ali who broke away 
in AD 657. Kharijites are strict Muslims whose beliefs 
are based on precise adherence to the teachings of the 
Quran, or Muslim scripture, and sunnah (customs) as 
their community interprets them (Cornell, 2001).

Among the fi ve most populous nations, the United 
States has by far the fewest Muslims. It is, however, 
the third largest faith in the United States, and there 
are already more Muslims than Presbyterians nation-
wide. Nonetheless, it is diffi  cult to ascertain how many 
Muslims live in the United States. Th e census does not 
collect reliable data on religious preference. Some data 
do exist on church attendance, but Islam does not 
require attendance for formal membership in the way 
that many Christian groups do. Estimates of the number 
of Muslims in the United States note that the number 
could be as high as 4.7 million. Yet despite the estimates 

TABLE 13-6 The Muslim Population

World 1,308,941,000

Asia 910,375,000

Africa 357,846,000

Europe 33,303,000

United States 4,745,200

Latin America 1,745,000

Source: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006 Book of the Year.

Islam is the third largest faith in the United States. Despite 
estimates of millions of U.S. Muslims, there are only a thousand 
mosques and community centers to serve them.
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Th ey also believe religion provides for group unity 
and cohesion not only through its own practices but 
also, sometimes, through the hostility and prejudice 
directed at members of a religious group by outsiders.

Durkheim felt that religion serves a vital function in • 
maintaining the social order.

Durkheim studied totemism. A totem is an ordinary • 
object such as a plant or animal that has become a 
sacred symbol to and of a particular group or clan that 
not only reveres the totem but also identifi es with it.

Durkheim believed that when people recognize or • 
worship supernatural entities, they are really wor-
shipping their own society.

Religion frequently legitimizes the structure of the soci-• 
ety within which it exists. It also establishes worldviews 
that help people to understand the purpose of life. 
Th ese worldviews can have social, political, and eco-
nomic consequences. Religion can also help a society 
adapt to its natural environment or to changing social, 
economic, and political circumstances.

Confl ict theorists emphasize religion’s role in justifying • 
the political status quo by cloaking political authority 
with sacred legitimacy and thereby making opposition 
to it seem immoral. Alienation, the process by which 
people lose control over the social institutions they 
themselves have invented, plays an important role in 
the origin of religion according to this view.

Confl ict theorists believe religion tends to conceal • 
the natural and human causes of social problems in 
the world and discourages people from taking action 
to correct these problems.

Th e four main themes that characterize religion in • 
America are religious diversity, widespread belief, 
secularism, and ecumenism.

Religious affi  liation seems to be correlated with • 
other important aspects of people’s lives. Direct 
relationships can be traced between membership in 
a particular religious group and a person’s politics, 
professional and economic standing, educational 
level, family life, social mobility, and attitudes 
toward controversial social issues.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

mobility, and attitudes toward controversial social issues. 
For example, Jews are proportionally the best-educated 
group; they also have higher incomes than Christians in 
general; and a greater proportion are represented in busi-
ness and the professions. Despite their high socioeco-
nomic and educational levels, Jews, like Catholics, occupy 
relatively few of the highest positions of power in the cor-
porate world and politics; these fi elds generally are domi-
nated by white Anglo-Saxon Protestants.

Attitudes toward social policy also seem to be correlated, 
to some extent, with religious affi  liation. Th e fundamental-
ist and evangelical Protestant sects generally are more con-
servative on key issues than are the major Protestant sects.

Although it is clear that religious associations show 
defi nite correlations with people’s political, social, 
and economic lives, we must be careful not to ascribe 
a cause-and-eff ect relationship to such data, which at 
most can be considered an indicator of an individual’s 
attitudes and social standing. However, the social and 
political correlates of religious affi  liation have had a sig-
nifi cant eff ect on the directions of the various religious 
denominations and sects in the United States.

SUMMARY ■

Religion is a system of beliefs, practices, and philo-• 
sophical values shared by a group of people that 
defi nes the sacred, helps explain life, and off ers 
salvation from the problems of human existence.

Religion is one of society’s most important institutions.• 
Durkheim observed that all religions divide the • 
universe into two mutually exclusive categories. Th e 
profane consists of empirically observable things, 
or things knowable through common, everyday 
experiences. In contrast, the sacred consists of things 
that are awe inspiring and knowable only through 
extraordinary experience.

Almost anything may be designated as sacred. Sacred • 
traits or objects symbolize important shared values.

Patterns of behavior or practices that are related to • 
the sacred are known as rituals.

All religions have formalized social rituals, but many • 
also feature private rituals such as prayer, which is 
a means for individuals to address or communicate 
with supernatural beings or forces.

One of the functions of ritual and prayer is to pro-• 
duce an appropriate emotional state.

All religions endorse a belief system, which usually • 
includes a supernatural order and a set of values to 
be applied to daily life.

Sociologists focus on the relationship between reli-• 
gion and society.

Functionalists examine the utility of religion in social • 
life. Religion, they say, off ers individuals ways to 
reduce anxiety and promote emotional integration. 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Religion g. Mana m. Alienation
 b. Profane h. Taboo n. Universal church
 c. Sacred i. Animism o. Ecclesia
 d. Rituals j. Polytheism p. Denomination
 e. Magic k. Revitalization movement q. Sect
 f. Supernaturalism l. Millenarian movement r. Secularism
   s. Ecumenism

     1. A church that includes all members of a society
     2. Belief in inanimate, personalized spirits or ghosts of ancestors that take an interest in and ac-

tively work to infl uence human affairs
     3. In Marxian theory, the process by which people lose control over the social institutions they 

themselves invented
     4. A system of beliefs, practices, and philosophical values shared by a group of people that de-

fi nes the sacred, helps explain life, and offers salvation from the problems of human existence
     5. A diffuse, nonpersonalized force that acts through anything that lives or moves
     6. A small religious group that usually includes unconventional beliefs and practices
     7. The emphasis on nonreligious ideas and beliefs
     8. The trend among many religious communities to draw together and project a sense of unity 

and common direction despite doctrinal differences
     9. Pertaining to things that are awe inspiring and knowable only through extraordinary experience
     10. Regularized and prescribed patterns of behavior or practices that are related to the sacred
     11. A national or society-wide religion that is separate from civil society but closely parallel to it
     12. The use of spirits to control supernatural forces
     13. Belief in the existence of nonpersonalized, extraordinary, nonhuman forces that can and often 

do infl uence human events
     14. Pertaining to things that are part of common, ordinary, everyday experience
     15. A type of religion in which there are several gods
     16. One of several established churches in a society that tends to limit its membership to a particu-

lar class, ethnic, or religious group
     17. Religious movements that stress a return to traditional religious values and practices of the past
     18. A sacred prohibition against touching, mentioning, or looking at certain objects, acts, or people
     19. Movements that typically prophesy the end of the world, the destruction of all evil people and 

their works, and the saving of the just

Match the thinkers with their main ideas or contributions.

a. Max Weber c. Marvin Harris e. Émile Durkheim
b. Bronislaw Malinowski d. Karl Marx

     1. The fi rst sociologist to distinguish between the sacred and the profane and who discussed reli-
gion’s role in promoting social cohesion

     2. Proposed, in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, the idea that the ideology of 
Calvinism promoted the development of capitalism

     3. Argued that the Hindu belief in the sacredness of cows is a practical strategy for adapting to 
the environment in India and therefore quite rational
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     4. Saw religion as a tool that the upper classes use to maintain control of society and to dominate 
the lower classes

     5. An anthropologist who explained the functional differences between religion and magic, with 
the former uniting a group of believers and the latter helping the individual who used magic

Central Idea Completions

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Defi ne and provide a brief example of the sacred and the profane.

a. Sacred:  ___________________________________________________________________________________    

b. Profane:  __________________________________________________________________________________    

2. The functionalist view of religion holds that religion persists because it serves some important functions 
for individuals and for the society. What are some of these?

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

d. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Defi ne and provide an example of each of the following basic religious organizations:

a. Sect:  _____________________________________________________________________________________    

b. Church:  __________________________________________________________________________________    

c. Ecclesia:  __________________________________________________________________________________    

d. Denomination:  ____________________________________________________________________________    

e. Millenarian movement:  _____________________________________________________________________    

4. Defi ne and provide an example of each of the following types of religions:

a. Supernaturalism:  ___________________________________________________________________________    

b. Animism:  _________________________________________________________________________________    

c. Theism:  ___________________________________________________________________________________    

5. Do we believe in magic? Distinguish the similarities and differences between magic and religion. Does 
religion have elements of magic?

6. Millenarian movements stress the end of the world. What reasons does your text give for why one would 
want to believe the end of the world is near?

7. What are the characteristics of the three major religions in the United States?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

8. Confl ict theory focuses on confl icts between the interests of different socioeconomic groups. According 
to confl ict theory, what part does religion play in this confl ict?
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Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Leaving My Religion. Given the information in the “Changing Religion Early and Often” box, it’s likely 
that you know some people who have changed religion. Maybe you yourself do not belong to the re-
ligion of your parents. Why do people change religions? In the decision to change, how important are 
beliefs and religious doctrine? How important are nondoctrinal, social factors?

2. Megachurches and televangelists are fairly recent phenomena, and some people do not care much for 
them. What might some of their objections be, and how do these criticisms of these new forms of wor-
ship fi t with functionalist and confl ict theory ideas about religion?

3. Given that each individual has his or her own beliefs, how can a sociologist hope to investigate the phe-
nomenon of religion empirically? In what ways can the idea of the sociological imagination discussed in 
Chapter 1, “The Sociological Perspective,” be a useful tool for studying religion?

4. Durkheim argued that rituals and the sacred were the essential elements of religion, and Tischler points 
out that even nonreligious objects, such as Babe Ruth’s bat, can take on sacred qualities. Keeping this 
in mind, compare a secular ritual (a pep rally, a birthday party, a parade, and so on) with religious ritu-
als. How are they the same and how are they different?

Internet Activities ●

1. Visit http://www.hartfordinstitute.org, the home page of the Hartford Institute for Religion Research. 
Explore the site. What topics of research and theory are presented? What can sociologists provide for 
nonsociologists, regarding the study of religion?

2. Visit http://www.pluralism.org, the site of the Pluralism Project. Compare the topics listed at this site 
with those from the site noted in exercise 1. What are the similarities and differences between these 
two sites devoted to the sociological analysis of religion?

3. The website at http://www.adherents.com is not exactly sociological, but it provides information on reli-
gious affi liation. List three unusual facts you discovered on this website.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. n; 2. i; 3. m; 4. a; 5. g; 6. q; 7. r; 8. s; 9. c; 10. d; 11. o; 12. e; 13. f; 14. b; 15. j; 16. p; 17. k; 18. 
h; 19. l

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. e; 2. a; 3. c; 4. d; 5. b

http://www.hartfordinstitute.org
http://www.pluralism.org
http://www.adherents.com
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believed the main purpose of education was to equalize 
society. Ward believed the source of inequality was the 
unequal distribution of knowledge. Th e main purpose of 
education was to equalize society by making knowledge 
available to all. Th e greatest advances in civilization 
had been made by people who had the opportunity for 
an education and the leisure to think. Ward maintained 
that the potential giants of the intellectual world could 
be the unskilled workers of today. He wrote, “[T]he num-
ber of individuals of exceptional usefulness will be pro-
portionate to the number possessing the opportunity to 
develop their powers.” Ward believed the entire society 
would benefi t if there were more and better educational 
opportunity. Against both scholarly and popular opin-
ion, he defended “intellectual egalitarianism.” Th e diff er-
ences between those at the top and the bottom of the 
social ladder were not due to any diff erence in intellect, 
he said, but to diff erences in knowledge and education.

Ward believed the main job of education was to 
ensure that the heritage of the past was transmitted to 
all members of society (Ravitch, 2000).

In this chapter, as we examine the role of education 
in our society, we will contrast the functionalist and con-
fl ict theorist approaches to understanding the American 
educational system.

Functionalists stress the importance of education 
in socializing the young, transmitting the culture, and 
developing skills. Confl ict theorists, on the other hand, 
note that education preserves social class distinctions, 
maintains social control, and promotes inequality. We 
will also examine the impact of some of the contempo-
rary issues facing education.

EDUCATION: A FUNCTIONALIST VIEW ●

What social needs does our education system meet? 
What are its tasks and goals? Education has several mani-

fest functions (Chapter 1, “Th e Sociological Perspective”), 
intended and predetermined goals such as socializing 
the young or teaching academic skills. It also has some 
latent functions, which are unintended consequences of 
the educational process. Th ese can include child care, 
the transmission of ethnocentric values, and respect for 
the American class structure.

Socialization

In the broadest sense, all societies must have an edu-
cational system. Th at is, they must have a way of teach-
ing the young the tasks that are likely to be expected of 
them as they develop and mature into adulthood. If we 
accept this defi nition of an educational system, then we 
must believe that there really is no diff erence between 
education and socialization. As Margaret Mead (1943) 
observed, in many preliterate societies no such distinc-
tion is made. Children learn most things informally, 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the 
following:

Describe the manifest and latent functions of  ◗

education.

Explain the nature of education from the confl ict  ◗

theory view.

Explain the causes and effects of racial segregation in  ◗

the public schools.

Identify issues related to students who speak English  ◗

as a second language.

Discuss the extent to which high school dropouts are  ◗

a social problem.

Discuss the issue of standardized testing. ◗

We all know certain proverbs and might, 
in fact, use them when we need to make a decision. 
Cervantes called proverbs “short sentences drawn from 
long experience.” Consider the proverb, “A bird in the 
hand is worth two in the bush.” It tells us not to give 
up a sure thing for something that might not happen. 
Th is proverb seems to apply to so many situations that 
it can be found in many languages. In Sweden, people 
say, “Rather one bird in the hand than ten in the woods.” 
In Spain, we fi nd people saying, “A bird in the hand is 
better than a hundred fl ying birds.” Poles are likely to 
say, “A sparrow in your hand is better than a pigeon on 
the roof.” People in Russia will say, “Better a titmouse 
in the hand than a crane in the sky.” Other variations 
exist in Italy, Romania, Germany, and Iceland. Th is prov-
erb might even go back 2,500 years; because in one of 
Aesop’s fables, we fi nd a hawk who has captured a night-
ingale. Th e nightingale pleads that it should be released 
because it is too small to be much of a meal for a hawk. 
Th e hawk answers, “I would be foolish to release the bird 
I have in my hand for a bird that is not in sight.” Proverbs 
help educate us about simple truths that we can apply to 
life (Heath and Heath, 2007).

Herbert Spencer would have agreed that proverbs are 
an important form of education. Spencer believed the 
purpose of education was “to prepare us for complete 
living.” Every study must be judged by whether it had 
“practical value.” Th e most important knowledge helped 
us live our lives or fi nd a job or trade. Spencer believed 
all subjects had to be judged by how useful they would 
be in later life. Spencer’s emphasis on practical educa-
tion was applauded by a population that doubted the 
value of book learning.

Lester Frank Ward, the fi rst president of the American 
Sociological Society, did not agree with Spencer. He 
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country and what could be done to educate them about 
American cultural values.

Now they come in droves. . . . Few of their children in the 
country learn English; they import many books from 
Germany; and of the six printing houses in the Province, 
two are entirely German, two half German half English, 
and two entirely English. (Franklin, 1753)

It became clear that schools needed to be the means 
of cultural transmission. Th e view emerged that for a 
society to hold together, there must be certain core val-
ues and goals—some common traits of culture—that 
the diff erent groups share to a greater or lesser degree 
(see Chapter 3, “Culture”).

Th is core culture can also be open to change. A 
school’s curriculum often refl ects the ability of orga-
nized groups of concerned citizens to impose their views 
on an educational system, whether local, statewide, or 
nationwide. Th us, it was a political process that caused 
African-American history to be introduced into ele-
mentary, high school, and college curricula during the 
1960s. Similarly, political activism caused the creation of 
women’s studies programs in many colleges. Moreover, 
even though the concept of evolution is a cornerstone 
of modern scientifi c knowledge, political pressure ( from 
Christian fundamentalists) causes some textbooks to 
refer to it as the “theory” of evolution and prevents it 
from being taught in certain counties.

In recent years, bilingual education has become an 
educational and political issue. Proponents believe 
that it is crucial for children whose primary language 
is not English to be given instruction in their native 
tongues. Th ey believe that by acknowledging students’ 
native languages, the school system is helping them 
make the transition into the all-English mainstream 
and is also helping preserve the diversity of American 
culture.

Others see a danger in these programs. Th ey believe 
that many bilingual education programs never provide 
for the transition into English, leaving many youngsters 
without the basic skills needed to earn a living and par-
ticipate in our society.

In the end, the debate centers on how closely our 
sense of who we are as a nation hinges on the language 
our children speak in school. For the time being, the only 
agreement between the two sides is that language is the 
cornerstone for cultural transmission.

Academic Skills

Another crucial function of the schools is to equip chil-
dren with the academic skills they need to function as 
adults to hold down a job, to balance a checkbook, to 
evaluate political candidates, to read a newspaper, to 
analyze the importance of a scientifi c advance, and so 
on. Have the schools been successful in this area? Most 
experts believe they have not.

almost incidentally, simply by being included in adult 
activities.

Traditionally, the family has been the main arena 
for socialization. As societies have become more com-
plex, the family has been unable to fulfi ll all aspects of 
its socialization function. Th us, the formal educational 
system must extend the socialization process that starts 
in the family. Modern industrialized societies draw a 
distinction between education and socialization. In 
ordinary speech, we diff erentiate between socialization 
and education by talking of bringing up and educating 
children as separate tasks. In modern society, these two 
aspects of socialization are quite compartmentalized. 
Whereas rearing children is an informal activity, educa-
tion or schooling is formal. Th e role prescriptions that 
determine interactions between students and teachers 
are clearly defi ned, and the curriculum to be taught is 
explicit. Obviously, the educational process goes far 
beyond just formalized instruction. In addition, children 
learn things in their families and among their peers. In 
school, children’s master status (see Chapter 6, “Social 
Groups and Organizations”) is that of student, and their 
primary task is to learn.

Schools, as formal institutions of education, emerged 
as part of the evolution of civilization. However, until 
about 200 years ago, education did not help people 
become more productive in practical ways; thus, it was 
a luxury that very few could aff ord. Th is changed dra-
matically with the industrialization of Western culture. 
Workers with specialized skills were required for produc-
tion jobs, as were professional, well-trained managers.

When the industrial revolution moved workers out of 
their homes and into factories, the labor force consisted 
not only of adults but also of children. Subsequently, 
child labor laws were passed to prohibit children from 
working in factories. Public schools eventually emerged 
as agencies dedicated to socializing students, teach-
ing them proper attitudes and behaviors, and encour-
aging conformity to the norms of social life and the 
workplace.

Cultural Transmission

Th e most obvious goal of education is cultural trans-

mission, in which major portions of society’s knowledge 

are passed from one generation to the next. In relatively 
small, homogeneous societies, in which almost all mem-
bers share the culture’s norms, values, and perspectives, 
cultural transmission is a matter of consensus and 
needs few specialized institutions. In a complex, plu-
ralistic society such as ours, with competition among 
ethnic and other minority groups for economic and 
political power, the decision about which aspects of the 
culture will be transmitted is the outgrowth of a com-
plicated process.

As early as 1753, Benjamin Franklin was concerned 
about the diff erent immigrant ethnic groups in the 
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Particularly troublesome was student performance 
in math and science. According to a study done by the 
Nation’s Report Card (1988), an assessment group that 
is part of the Educational Testing Service, the math per-
formance of 17-year-olds is “dismal.” At fault might be 
the very back-to-basics movement that was supposed to 
rescue our educational system from failure in the early 
1980s. Although rote learning has helped improve the 
scores of the lowest-level students, it left others totally 
unprepared to analyze complex problems. Th e Nation’s 
Report Card also found American students’ understand-
ing of science “distressingly low.”

By 2002, not much had changed. Between 1966 and 
2002, the federal government had spent $321 billion (in 
today’s dollars) to help educate disadvantaged children. 
Yet, despite increased spending:

Fewer than one-third of U.S. fourth graders could read • 
profi ciently.
Reading performance had not improved in more than • 
15 years.
Less than 20% of U.S. twelfth graders were profi cient in • 
math.

And, among the industrialized nations of the world, U.S. • 
twelfth graders rank near the bottom in science and math.

In response to these facts in 2002, President George 
W. Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind Act. 
Th e assumption behind this act is that setting high 
standards and establishing measurable goals will pro-
duce positive learning outcomes. States are required to 
develop ways of measuring the basic skills of all students 
in certain grades. Th e Act was enforced by the threat of 
withholding federal funds for schools. By 2007, funding 
for the Act exceeded $50 billion.

Th e Act gave the federal government a role in kinder-
garten-through-grade-12 education and contains four 
basic education reform principles: stronger account-
ability for results, increased fl exibility and local con-
trol, expanded options for parents, and an emphasis on 
teaching methods that have been proven to work.

In an eff ort to hold education systems responsible for 
children’s education, all states must implement state-
wide accountability systems, which will:

Set academic standards for what students should know • 
and be able to do in each content area
Gather specifi c, objective data through tests aligned with • 
those standards
Use test data to identify strengths and weaknesses in the • 
system
Report school academic achievement to parents and • 
communities
Empower parents to take action based on school • 
information
Recognize schools that make real progress• 
Th e law requires real consequences for districts and 

schools that fail to make progress. It also enables parents 

In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in 
Education issued a report, titled “Nation at Risk,” that 
bitterly attacked the eff ectiveness of American educa-
tion. Th e message of the report was that the American 
education system was drowning in a tide of mediocrity 
that was threatening the future of the country. It also 
contained this memorable quote, “If an unfriendly for-
eign power had attempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance that exists today, we 
might as well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, 
we have allowed this to happen to ourselves.”

As a result of this report, reforms were instituted in 
all 50 states, which stressed the teaching of the “three 
Rs” and the elimination of frivolous electives that waste 
valuable student and teacher time. In addition, high 
school graduation requirements were raised in 40 states 
and, in 19 states, students were required to pass mini-
mum competency tests before they could receive their 
high school diplomas. Forty-eight states also required 
new teachers to prove their competence by passing a 
standardized test.

Although the back-to-basics movement has grown, 
its success has been limited. Five years after “A Nation 
at Risk” appeared, a follow-up report was issued 
titled “American Education: Making It Work” (1988). 
According to the report, “the precipitous downward 
slide of previous decades has been arrested and we 
have begun the long climb back to reasonable stan-
dards.” However, despite this progress, especially 
among minority groups, the report condemned the 
performance of American schools as unacceptably 
low. “Too many students do not graduate from our high 
schools, and too many of those who do graduate have 
been poorly educated. . . . Our students know little, 
and their command of essential skills is too slight,” the 
report stated.

An important function of education is to equip children with 
the academic skills that they need to function in society.
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of legislation. (For more on Jonathan Kozol’s views on 
education, see “Sociology in Strange Places: When Race, 
Money, and Education Collide.”)

It might be too early to see whether the No Child 
Left Behind Act is working, but every three years, the 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
conducts a worldwide study of 15-year-olds in science 
and math literacy. In 2006, 57 countries participated. 
U.S. students did not score in the top 20 countries on sci-
ence or math literacy or reading literacy. Th e countries 
with the top-performing students were Taiwan, Finland, 
South Korea, Hong Kong, and Canada (PISA 2006 Science 
Competencies for Tomorrow’s World 2007).

with a child enrolled in a failing school to transfer their 
child to a better performing public school or public 
charter school.

Some educators have criticized the Act for emphasiz-
ing reading, writing, and math and paying less attention 
to the arts and foreign languages. Th e American Heart 
Association even blamed the Act for increased child-
hood obesity by diminishing the importance of physical 
education classes (Trickey, 2006).

Education writer Jonathan Kozol was so upset by the 
No Child Left Behind Act that he spent more than two 
months on a partial hunger strike to protest the harm 
done by the Act. He saw it as a racially punitive piece 

Jonathan Kozol, author of Th e Shame of the Nation: Th e 

Restoration of Apartheid Schooling, believes that after 
nearly six decades after the Supreme Court ordered 
America to integrate its schools, the country has 
established two separate and unequal school systems 
divided by class and race, with the gap between them 
growing larger each year.

Kozol visited 60 schools in 30 school districts and 
found that some children were going to schools that 
mimicked conditions in the third world while only 
a short bus ride away were beautiful, well-equipped 
school campuses. Kozol points out that black and 
Hispanic students are now concentrated in schools 
where very few white students exist.

Kozol relies on studies by Harvard professor Gary 
Orfi eld and his colleagues to show that American pub-
lic schools are segregating again with the proportion 
of black students in majority white schools at a level 
lower than in any year since 1968.

Th ere are several reasons this is happening. Court-
ordered desegregation programs no longer exist in 
many cities because they do not seem to close the 
educational gap between white and minority students. 
Often, in large cities, there are not enough white stu-
dents to form a basis for integration. Immigration 
patterns have also made integration diffi  cult as the 
number of minorities to be considered for integra-
tion has increased. Finally, some groups oppose inte-
gration because they are afraid it will break up their 
community.

A new dilemma that Kozol is concerned with is the 
increasing emphasis on testing and the resulting pres-
sure on teachers and children to pass state-imposed 
guidelines imposed by the No Child Left Behind Act. 
Th ese high-stakes tests force teachers to devote more 
time to test preparation at the expense of subjects 
such as music, art, social science, and history.

Kozol believes the real reason for educational ineq-
uities is money. He notes that the gaps in school fund-
ing are so consistent from one metropolitan area to 
another—with rich schools in many areas spending 
more than twice per pupil as poor schools—that it 
suggests a deliberate pattern.

While their children enjoy richer schools, bolstered 
by higher property tax bases and federal deductions 
for property taxes and mortgage payments, suburban 
parents are lulled by politicians who claim that spend-
ing more money on inner-city schools will not make 
any diff erence.

Kozol points out that “there is a deep-seated rever-
ence for fair play in the United States, but this is not 
the case in education, health care, or inheritance of 
wealth. In these elemental areas we want the game to 
be unfair and we have made it so.”

Sources: Jonathan Kozol, Th e Shame of the Nation: Th e Res-

toration of Apartheid Schooling in America, New York: Crown 
Publishers, 2005; Jonathan Kozol, Savage Inequalities, New 
York: Harper Perennial, 1992.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES:

When Race, Money, and Education Collide

Jonathan Kozol
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for exploration of this type has become so expensive 
that most research is possible only with extensive gov-
ernment or corporate funding.

Th e United States continues to spend hundreds of 
billions of dollars on research and development funding. 
Th e areas of national defense, space exploration, and 
health research receive by far the greatest amount of 
support. Th e achievements of government and industrial 
research and development notwithstanding, the impor-
tance of the contributions to science by higher academic 
institutions cannot be overestimated. First, there could 
be no scientifi c innovations—no breakthroughs—with-
out the training provided by these schools. Second, the 
universities of the highest caliber continue to generate 
some of the most signifi cant research in the biological 
and physical sciences.

In addition to their manifest or intended functions, 
the schools in America have come to fulfi ll a number of 
functions that they were not originally designed to serve.

Child Care

One latent function of many public schools is to provide 
child care outside the nuclear family. Th is has become 
increasingly important since World War II, when 
women began to enter the labor force in large numbers. 
As of 2005, 60% of married women with children under 
six were in the labor force. In addition, women with 
children worked more hours each week on average in 
2005 than they did in 1969 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Monthly Labor Review, February 2007).

A related service of schools is to provide children 
with at least one nutritious meal per day. In 1975, the 
federal government spent $1.28 billion on federally 
funded school lunch programs. By 2007, the cost was 
more than $7.4 billion (United States Department of 
Agriculture, 2008).

Postponing Job Hunting

More and more young American adults are choos-
ing to continue their education after graduating from 
high school. In 2006, 65.8% of male and 66.1% of female 
recent high school graduates were enrolled in college 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009). Even 
though some of these individuals also work at part-time 
and even full-time jobs, an important latent function of 
the American educational system is to slow the entry 
of young adults into the labor market. Th is helps keep 
down unemployment as well as competition for low-
paying unskilled jobs.

Originally, two factors pointed to the possibil-
ity that college enrollments would not continue to 
increase. Because of low birthrates, the number of 
high school graduates peaked at 3.2 million in 1977 
and began a 14-year decline, with only 2.28 million 
graduating in 1991. Th at trend has been reversed, and 

Innovation

A primary task of educational institutions is to transmit 
society’s knowledge, and part of that knowledge consists 
of the means by which new knowledge is to be sought. 
Learning how to think independently and creatively is 
probably one of the most valuable tools the educational 
institution can transmit. Th is is especially true of the 
scientifi c fi elds in institutions of higher education. Until 
well into this century, scientifi c research was undertaken 
more as a hobby than as a vocation. Th is was because 
science was not seen as a socially useful pursuit. Gregor 
Mendel (1822–1884), who discovered the principles of 
genetic inheritance by breeding peas, worked alone in 
the gardens of the Austrian monastery where he lived. 
Albert Einstein supported himself between 1905 and 
1907 as a patent offi  ce employee while making several 
trailblazing discoveries in physics, the most widely 
known of which is the theory of relativity.

Today, science obviously is no longer the undertak-
ing of part-timers. Modern scientifi c research typically is 
pursued by highly trained professionals, many of whom 
frequently work as teams, and the technology needed 
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Learning how to think independently and creatively is probably 
one of the most valuable tools that our educational system can 
transmit.
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quo, carrying out this task in a variety of ways. Th e edu-
cational system socializes students into values dictated 
by the powerful majority. Schools are seen as systems 
that stifl e individualism and creativity in the name of 
maintaining order. To the confl ict theorist, the func-
tion of school “is to produce the kind of people the sys-
tem needs, to train people for the jobs the corporations 
require and to instill in them the proper attitudes and 
values necessary for the proper fulfi llment of one’s social 
role” (Szymanski and Goertzel, 1979). (For a discussion 
of how many of the people in the world are unable to 
control decisions about their lives, see “Global Sociology: 
Illiteracy Is Common throughout the World.”)

Social Control

In the United States, schools have been assigned the func-
tion of developing personal control and social skills in 
children. Although the explicit, formally defi ned school 
curriculum emphasizes basic skills such as reading and 
writing, much of what is taught is oriented away from 
practical concerns. Many critics point out that much of 
the curriculum (other than in special professional train-
ing programs) has little direct, practical application to 
everyday life. Th is has led confl ict theorists and others 
to conclude that the most important lessons learned 
in school are not those listed in the formal curriculum 
but, rather, those that involve a hidden curriculum. Th e 
hidden curriculum refers to the social attitudes and 

values taught in school that prepare children to accept the 

requirements of adult life and to fi t into the social, politi-

cal, and economic statuses the society provides.

To succeed in school, a student must learn both the 
offi  cial (academic) curriculum and the hidden (social) 
curriculum. Th e hidden curriculum is often an out-
growth of the structure within which the student is 
asked to learn. Within the framework of mass education, 
it would be impossible to provide instruction on a one-
to-one basis or even in very small groups. Consequently, 

2.69 million graduated in 2006 (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2009).

Colleges and universities, anticipating enrollment 
problems, embarked on concerted eff orts to ward off  
disaster. Th rough hard work and luck, they have suc-
ceeded. Total enrollment in two- and four-year colleges 
rose from 11.5 million in 1977 to more than 18 million in 
2007 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009). (See Figure 14-1 
for the percentage of male and females with high school 
diplomas and bachelor’s degrees.)

Colleges have also benefi ted because the U.S. eco-
nomic base has shifted from manufacturing jobs to ser-
vice jobs. Th is has caused the demand for professionals 
and technicians to grow. Th e salaries for those types of 
positions are considerably higher than salaries for man-
ufacturing jobs.

Two other trends have also benefi ted colleges; the fi rst 
is the increase in the number of women going to college, 
and the second is the increase in older students. Since 
1980, the majority of college students have been women, 
an outgrowth of changing attitudes about the status of 
women in our society and the breakdown in gender-role 
stereotypes (see Chapter 11, “Gender Stratifi cation”). 
Th e second trend is because people 25 and older repre-
sent the most rapidly growing group of college students, 
accounting for 45% of all undergraduate and graduate 
students.

Women are overrepresented in this group, as are part-
time students. Many returning women students are also 
responding to changing gender-role expectations.

THE CONFLICT THEORY VIEW ●

To the confl ict theorist, society is an arena for confl ict, 
not cooperation. In any society, certain groups come 
to dominate others, and social institutions become 
the instruments by which those in power control the 
less powerful. Th e confl ict theorist thus sees the edu-
cational system as a means for maintaining the status 
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FIGURE 14-1 Percentage of Adults Age 25 and Older with High School Diplomas and 
Bachelor’s Degrees, 1940–2007
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Decennial Census of Population, 1940 to 2000, April 6, 2006; Current Population Reports, “Educa-
tional Attainment in the United States: 2007,” January 2009.
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a child’s maturity. Th e school is a miniature society, and 
many individuals fail in school because they are either 
unable or unwilling to learn or use the values, attitudes, 
and skills contained in the hidden curriculum. We do a 
great disservice to these students when we make them 
feel that they have failed in education when they have, in 
fact, only failed to conform to the school’s socialization 
standards.

Screening and Allocation: Tracking

Tracking has existed in American classrooms since the 
beginning of the twentieth century. First introduced 
in Britain in the 1920s as “streaming,” tracking became 
widespread in the United States after World War II 
(“Tracking,” 2000).

From its beginning, the American school sys-
tem, in principle, has been opposed to tracking or the 

students are usually grouped into relatively larger 
classes. Because this system obviously demands a great 
deal of social conformity by the children, those who 
divert attention and make it diffi  cult for the teacher 
to proceed are punished. In many respects, the hidden 
curriculum is a lesson in being docile. For example, an 
article in Today’s Education, the journal of the National 
Education Association, gives an experienced teacher’s 
advice to new teachers:

During the fi rst week or two of teaching in an inner-city 
school, I concentrate on establishing simple routines, 
such as the procedure for walking downstairs. I line up the 
children, and . . . have them practice walking up and down 
the stairs. Each time the group is allowed to move only 
when quiet and orderly.

Social skills are highly valued in American society, and 
a mastery of them is widely accepted as an indication of 

Th ere are about 774 million men and women in the 
world who cannot read. About 75 million children do 
not attend school and millions more young people 
leave school without adequate reading skills. Th ese 
children then become adults who become dependent 
on others who can read to make important decisions 
about their lives. Th ese issues become even more 
striking in light of today’s information age and the 
Internet.

Eighty-fi ve percent of the world’s illiterate popula-
tions live in just 35 countries. Each of those countries 
has a literacy rate of less than 50% of its population. 
Two-thirds of the illiterate in these countries are 
women and girls.

Source: UNESCO, EFA Global Monitoring Report 2005: Edu-

cation for All, the Quality Imperative, Statistical Annex, Table 
2, Paris: UNESCO, 2004.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY:

Illiteracy is Common throughout the World
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showing that there had been long-term advantages from 
positive teacher expectations for them. Apparently, the 
younger students needed continuous input to benefi t 
from the teachers’ expectations, whereas the older stu-
dents needed less.

Th e most common argument against tracking notes 
that tracking fosters race and class segregation. Studies 
have shown that black and Hispanic students are over-
represented in low tracks and underrepresented in 
high tracks. Critics of tracking argue that it refl ects the 
eff ects of placement rather than the students true abili-
ties. Critics also claim that tracking can have a nega-
tive impact on self esteem by separating students into 
winners and losers. Others counter that throwing all 
students into a mixed ability classroom depresses the 
achievement of high-ability students and frustrates the 
less able students (“Tracking,” 2000).

The Credentialized Society

Confl ict theorists would also argue that we have become 
a credentialized society (Collins, 1979). A degree or cer-
tifi cate has become necessary to perform a vast variety 
of jobs. Th is credential might not necessarily cause the 
recipient to perform the job better. Even in professions 
such as medicine, engineering, and law, most knowledge 
is acquired by performing tasks on the job. However, cre-
dentials have become a rite of passage and a sign that a 
certain process of indoctrination and socialization has 
taken place. Th e individual is recognized as having gone 
through a process of educational socialization that con-
stitutes adequate preparation to hold the occupational 
status. Th erefore, colleges and universities act as gate-
keepers, allowing those who are willing to play by the 
rules to succeed while barring those who might disrupt 
the social order.

At the same time, advanced degrees are undergo-
ing constant change and becoming less specialized. 
A law degree from Harvard, Yale, or Columbia is less a 
measure of the training of a particular candidate than 
a basis on which leading corporations, major public 
agencies, and important law fi rms can recruit those 
who will maintain the status quo. Th e degree signifi es 
that the candidate has forged links with the established 
networks and achieved grades necessary to obtain a 
degree.

Colleges and universities are miniature societies 
more than centers of technical and scientifi c education. 
In these environments, students learn to operate within 
the established order and to accept traditional social 
hierarchies. In this sense, they provide the power struc-
ture with a constantly replenished army of defenders of 
the status quo. According to this view, those who could 
disrupt the established order are not permitted to enter 
positions of power and responsibility. (For more on this 
topic, see “Day-to-Day Sociology: Is a College Degree 
Worth the Trouble?”)

stratifi cation of students by ability, social class, and 
various other categories. Educators saw in compulsory 
education a way to diminish the grip of inherited social 
stratifi cation by providing the means for individuals to 
rise as high as their achieved skills would allow. In the 
words of Horace Mann, an infl uential American edu-
cator of the late nineteenth century, public education 
was to be “the great equalizer of the conditions of men.” 
Despite the principles on which the American educa-
tional system is based, at least two-thirds of U.S. high 
schools use tracking.

Although tracking is not as formally structured or 
as completely irreversible in America as in most other 
industrial societies, it is infl uenced by many factors, 
including socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and place 
of residence. It is also consistently expressed in the 
diff erences between public and private schools as well 
as in the diff erences among public schools. (In New 
York City, for example, there are highly competitive 
math- and science-oriented and arts-oriented high 
schools, neighborhood high schools, and vocational 
high schools.) Of course, tracking occurs in higher 
education in the selection of students by private col-
leges and universities, state colleges, and community 
colleges.

Tracking begins with stratifying students into “fast,” 
“average,” and “slow” groups, from fi rst grade through 
high school. It can be diffi  cult for a student to break 
out of an assigned category because teachers come to 
expect a certain level of performance from an individual. 
Th e student, sensing this expectation, will often give the 
level of performance that is expected. In this way, track-
ing becomes a self-fulfi lling prophecy.

In one study of this phenomenon, R. Rosenthal and L. 
Jacobson (1966) gave IQ tests to 650 lower-class elemen-
tary school pupils. Th eir teachers were told that the test 
would predict which of the students were the “bloom-
ers” or “spurters.” In other words, the tests would iden-
tify the superior students. Th is approach was, in fact, 
not the one employed. Twenty percent of the students 
were randomly selected to be designated as superior, 
even though there was no measured diff erence between 
them and the other 80% of the school population. Th e 
point of the study was to determine whether the teach-
er’s expectations would have any eff ect on the “superior” 
students.

At the end of the fi rst year, all the students were 
tested again. Th ere was a signifi cant diff erence in the 
gain in IQ scores between the “superior” group and the 
control group. Th is gain was most pronounced among 
students in the fi rst and second grades. Yet the follow-
ing year, when these students were promoted to another 
class and assigned to teachers who had not been told 
that they were “superior,” they no longer made the sort of 
gains they had experienced during the previous year.

Nonetheless, the “superior” students in the upper 
grades continued to gain during their second year, 
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the generations reveals a pattern of dissatisfaction with 
integrated as well as segregated schools.

African-American parents attributed the ineff ective 
instruction at the schools attended by their children 
to one of two causes. If the schools were all black, fail-
ure was attributed to the racially segregated character 
of those schools. If whites were attending the schools, 
African-American parents concluded, conditions would 
be better. Th is has been the dominant theme in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

Discontent also has occurred when African-American 
children have attended predominantly white schools. In 
those instances, the racially integrated character of the 
school was seen as a problem because white students 
were thought to be favored by the teachers.

In the 1954 case of Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka, Kansas, the Supreme Court ruled that school 
segregation was illegal. Th e court held that “in the fi eld 
of public education, the doctrine of separate but equal 

ISSUES IN AMERICAN EDUCATION ●

How well have American schools educated the popula-
tion? Th e answer depends on the standards one applies. 
Americans take it for granted that everyone has a basic 
right to an education and that the state should provide 
free elementary and high school classes. Th e United 
States pioneered this concept long before similar sys-
tems were introduced in Europe.

As we have attempted to provide formal education 
to everyone, we also have had to contend with a wide 
variety of problems stemming from the diverse popula-
tion. In this section, we examine some of the concerns in 
contemporary American education.

Unequal Access to Education

American minorities have sought equal access to pub-
lic schools for two centuries. Tracing those eff orts over 

Most high school students have heard the message 
that they should go to college. Th e message certainly 
seems to be getting through. For the latest year for 
which information is available (2007), we fi nd there 
were 18.2 million college students, and 1.5 million 
bachelor’s degrees were awarded, 30% more than 10 
years earlier.

Should we see this as a great accomplishment? 
Charles Murray, the author of Real Education, does 
not think so. First of all, he thinks most college stu-
dents are not smart enough to be there. Only 10 to 
20% of college students should really be occupying a 
class seat. Murray believes college work requires an 
intelligence quotient (IQ) of at least 115. Only 16% of 
the population scores that high, but 39% of all 18- to 
24-year-old people are in college. In the 1950s, the 
average college graduate had an IQ of 115, but today 
the average would be far below that.

Is it possible for someone with average reading 
ability to sit through lectures and read textbooks 
and get something out of that experience? Murray 
says sure they can, but they do not gain much from 
it. “Th ey take away a mishmash of half-understood 
information and outright misunderstandings that 
probably leave them under the illusion they know 
something they do not,” he claims.

Th e second point Murray raises is why we think 
spending four years taking classes makes sense. Who 
really enjoys reading complex material for hours at 
a time? To be willing to spend days writing papers 

or studying for exams seems at least peculiar if not 
masochistic.

In addition, four years taking classes just seems 
too long. You will have taken at least 32 semester-
long courses during those years. How many jobs 
really require knowledge that can be obtained only by 
taking all those courses?

What about employers? Th ey want you to have a 
college degree. Yes, but not because of what you have 
learned, just the fact that you have one. It is a no-
cost screening device for perseverance and fortitude. 
With many people having a college degree, it makes 
sense for employers to require one. Employers can 
limit their hiring pool to college graduates and not 
waste time and money identifying talented students 
who do not have a BA.

So we have a dilemma here. College is not going to 
teach you that much, but employers will not interview 
you if you do not have a degree. If everyone is supposed 
to have a college degree, we punish all the people who 
do not go to college. Bill Gates dropped out of college 
and never fi nished his degree. Unless you think you 
are as talented as Gates, you probably need to get the 
degree and enjoy the experience as much as you can.

Source: Charles Murray, Real Education, New York: Ran-
dom House, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, “Digest 
of Education Statistics, 2008,” March 2009, http://nces.
ed.gov/Pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2009020, accessed 
June 14, 2009.
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minorities and those of their white counterparts could 
not be accounted for in terms of how much money was 
spent on education per pupil, quality of school build-
ings, number of laboratories or libraries, or even class 
sizes. In spite of good intentions, a school presumably 
cannot usually outweigh the infl uence of the family 
backgrounds of its individual students and of its stu-
dent population as a whole. Th e Coleman study thus 
provided evidence that schools, per se, do not play as 
important a role in student achievement as was once 
thought. It appears that the home environment, the 
quality of the neighborhood, and the types of friends 
and associates one has are much more infl uential in 
school achievement than is the quality of the school 
facilities or the skills of teachers.

In eff ect, then, the areas that schools have least con-
trol over—social infl uence and development—are the 
most important in determining how well an individual 
will do in school.

Th e Coleman report pointed out that lower-class, 
nonwhite students showed better school achievement 
when they went to school with middle-class whites. 
Racial segregation, therefore, hindered the educational 
attainments of nonwhites.

A direct outgrowth of the Coleman report pointing to 
the harm of de facto segregation was the busing of chil-
dren from one neighborhood to another to achieve racial 
integration in the schools. Th e fundamental assump-
tion underlying school busing was that it would bring 
about improved academic achievement among minor-
ity groups. Nationwide, many parents, black and white, 
responded negatively to the idea that their school-age 
children must leave their neighborhoods. For all practi-
cal purposes, busing is no longer a major issue.

One factor that has increased the diffi  culty of integrat-
ing public schools is white fl ight, the continuing exodus 
of white Americans by the hundreds of thousands from 
the cities to the suburbs. White fl ight has been prompted 
partly by the migration of African Americans from the 
South to the inner cities of the North and Midwest since 
the 1960s, but some authorities strongly maintain that it 
also is related closely to school-desegregation eff orts in 
the large cities.

For example, in a later view of desegregation attempts 
(1977), Coleman vastly revised the position in his 1966 
report, stating that urban desegregation has in some 
instances had the self-defeating eff ect of emptying the 
cities of white pupils. Some authorities (Pettigrew and 
Green, 1975) took exception to the Coleman thesis, and 
others believe that what might appear to be fl ight is 
related more directly to the characteristic tendency of 
the American middle class to be upwardly mobile and 
constantly seeking a better lifestyle. Even though there 
is some evidence of a countertrend, in which middle-
class whites are beginning to re-gentrify inner cities, 
this migration does not seem to be abating. Nor have 
most established communities relinquished the ideal of 

has no place. Separate educational facilities are inher-
ently unequal.” Segregating African-American school-
children from white schoolchildren was a violation of the 
equal-protection clause of the Constitution. However, 
although the court’s verdict banned de jure segrega-

tion, or laws prohibiting one racial group from attending 

school with another, it had little eff ect on de facto segre-

gation, or segregation resulting from residential patterns. 
For example, minority groups often live in areas of a city 
where there are few, if any, whites. Consequently, when 
children attend neighborhood schools, they usually are 
taught in an environment that is racially segregated.

Ten years after the 1954 ruling, the federal govern-
ment attempted to document the degree to which 
equality of education had been achieved. It fi nanced a 
cross-sectional study of 645,000 children in grades 1, 3, 6, 
9, and 12 attending some 4,000 schools nationwide. Th e 
results, appearing in James S. Coleman’s now-famous 
report, “Equality of Educational Opportunity,” (1966) 
supported unequivocally the conclusion that American 
education remains largely unequal in most parts of the 
country, including those where “Negroes form any sig-
nifi cant proportion of the population.” Coleman noted 
further that on all tests measuring pupils’ skills in areas 
crucial to job performance and career advancement, 
not only did Native Americans, Mexican Americans, 
Puerto Ricans, and African Americans score signifi -
cantly below whites but also that the gaps widened 
in the higher grades. Now for a subtle but extremely 
important point: Although wide inequalities of educa-
tional opportunity are acknowledged throughout the 
United States, the discrepancies between the skills of 

The Coleman Study provided evidence that the home 
environment, the quality of the neighborhood, and the types of 
friends one has are more infl uential in school achievement than 
is the quality of the school facilities or the skill of the teachers.

G
re

go
ry

 K
ra

m
er

/T
he

 Im
ag

e 
B

an
k/

G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es



CHAPTER 14 EDUCATION 331

Critics of bilingual education contend the United 
States has a long history of using the education sys-
tem to help students assimilate into American society. 
Immersing students in the language and culture of their 
new society speeds up the assimilation process. Critics 
see supporters of bilingual education as people deter-
mined to preserve the culture and traditions of another 
society at the expense of the students. Th ey point to 
high dropout rates and slow progress in transitioning 
to English-only classes as evidence that this approach 
is fl awed.

In general, the younger foreign-born children are 
when they enter school, the better they will perform. 
Immigrant children’s chances for succeeding in school 
also improve in direct relation to their parents’ educa-
tional attainment and income. Th e obstacles are espe-
cially great for children whose parents are illiterate and 
cannot help with homework.

Bilingual educational research involves many com-
plicated background factors that aff ect the outcomes 
of academic studies. Because of the complex nature 
of educational studies, no single body of research can 
accurately account for the impact of bilingual education 
on various aspects of society.

English language profi ciency is important today 
because the work world is more complex than dur-
ing previous decades. Immigrants now come from a 
broad range of backgrounds and enter a more com-
plex culture. In the past, less-educated people could 
fi nd well-paid factory jobs. In today’s more complex 
economy, the poorly educated and illiterate are often 
unemployed.

High School Dropouts

Th e rate of students dropping out of high school has been 
declining in recent decades. In 1970, the percentage of 
18- to 24-year-olds who dropped out of high school was 
17.3%. In 2006, that number fell to 9.3%. Gender diff er-
ences between high school dropouts have also changed 
in recent years. In the early 1970s, the trend was for girls 
to drop out of high school at a higher rate than boys did. 
But in the late 1970s, this trend reversed so that now, 
the dropout rate for boys is much higher than for girls. 
Current U.S. census bureau fi gures show that only about 
8.3% of women drop out of high school compared with 
10.3% of males in the same age group (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2008).

In 2007, 84.5% of American adults ages 25 and older 
had at least completed high school; 27.5% had a bach-
elor’s degree or higher. In 1975, 63% of adults had a high 
school diploma, and 14% had obtained a bachelor’s 
degree. Much of the increase in educational attain-
ment levels of the adult population is due to a more 
educated younger population replacing an older, less-
educated population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current 

Population Survey, January 2009).

self-determination as embodied in the right to maintain 
neighborhood schools.

Th ere are currently many more minority and far fewer 
white students in our public schools than in the past. In 
1991 the Supreme Court allowed for segregated neigh-
borhood schools. Since then there has been a continuing 
increase in school segregation. About 40% of black and 
Hispanic students attend segregated schools. Th e aver-
age black or Hispanic student attends a school where 
the majority of student are near or below the poverty 
line. Residential segregation continues to be the key fac-
tor in determining the racial composition of the schools 
(Orfi eld, 2009).

Colleges and universities have had mixed results in 
increasing minority enrollment. Since the mid-1980s, 
the number of black undergraduates has not increased 
appreciably. Many qualifi ed students do not apply 
because their families cannot aff ord tuition, even though 
complete aid packages are available. To overcome this 
problem, many schools have taken an aggressive recruit-
ment stance, believing that once they fi nd qualifi ed can-
didates, they can persuade them to attend. At Harvard 
University, 8.4% of the freshman class of 2008 was 
African-American. Harvard has the luxury of not need-
ing to turn any student away because of fi nancial need.

Still, thousands of qualifi ed minority students never 
attend college, and many who do attend fail to graduate. 
Th e reasons for low graduation rates include fi nancial 
problems, poor preparation, and the feeling of being 
unwelcome. Many cannot aff ord the loss of income that 
comes with being a full-time student. For many, family 
survival depends on the money they contribute. Others 
are victims of inadequate schools. Th ey simply do not 
have the skills needed to complete college. Still others 
drop out because they feel out of place in the predomi-
nantly white world of higher education.

Students Who Speak English as a Second 
Language

The Department of Education reports that 6.3 million 
children aged 5 to 17, or 14%, speak a language other 
than English at home. Another 3.2 million elemen-
tary and secondary school students are classified as 
having limited English proficiency. The majority of 
these students are of Hispanic origin. Virtually all 
of these students are enrolled in remedial language 
programs.

Th e goal of bilingual education is to give immigrant 
children the opportunity to learn academic subjects in 
their native languages at the same time as they are learn-
ing English. After they become fl uent in English, they 
can join their English-speaking peers at the appropri-
ate grade level. In this way, they do not fall behind other 
students as they learn English. With bilingual education, 
they are not made to feel that their native language and 
culture is holding them back.
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of the Census, 2000). Dropout rates are higher for mem-
bers of racial, ethnic, and language minorities; higher 
for males than females; and higher for people from the 
lower socioeconomic classes. Hispanics have the high-
est dropout rates. In 2006, 22.1% of Hispanics aged 16 to 
24 had dropped out of high school, compared with 10.7% 
for African-Americans and 5.8% for whites. Among 
Hispanics, Puerto Ricans have the highest dropout rates, 
followed by Mexican Americans and Cuban Americans. 
Dropout rates are also particularly high among Native 
Americans (U.S. Department of Education, Digest of 

Education Statistics, 2007).
Factors associated with dropping out include low 

educational and occupational attainment levels of par-
ents, low family income, speaking a language other than 
English in the home, single-parent families, and poor 
academic achievement.

Th e infl uence of peers is also important, but it has 
not received much attention in previous research. Many 
dropouts have friends who are dropouts, but it is not 
clear to what extent and in what ways a student’s friends 
and peers infl uence the decision to leave school.

High school dropouts do more than just damage their 
employment and earnings potential (see Figure 14-3). 
Dropping out of high school aff ects not only those who 
leave school but also society in general for the following 
reasons:

 1. Dropouts pay less in taxes because of their lower 
earnings.

 2. Dropouts increase the demand for social services, 
including welfare, medical assistance, and 
unemployment compensation.

 3. Dropouts are less likely to vote.
 4. Dropouts have poorer health.
 5. Half of all state prison inmates did not complete 

high school.

Th e percentage of people with at least a high school 
diploma among Hispanics was 60.6% and among blacks 
80.1%. Th is represents a 10-percentage-point increase 
for blacks between 1993 and 2007 and a 9-percentage-
point increase for Hispanics (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Current Population Survey, January 2009).

Dropping out of high school has long been viewed 
as a serious educational and social problem. By leaving 
high school before graduation, dropouts risk serious 
educational defi ciencies that severely limit their eco-
nomic and social well-being. Over the past century, the 
proportion of people in the adult population who have 
failed to fi nish high school has decreased substantially. 
In 1910, the proportion of the adult population (ages 25 
and older) that had completed at least four years of high 
school was 13.5%. It stood at 24.5% in 1940, at 52.3% in 
1970, and at 84.5% in 2007. Among young people (ages 
25–29), the drop is even more striking, with 88% hav-
ing completed high school in 1999 (U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, Current Population Survey, January 2009).

Despite these long-term declines in dropout rates, 
interest in the dropout issue among educators and pol-
icy makers has increased substantially in recent years. 
Legislators and education offi  cials are devoting ever 
more time and resources to dealing with the issue.

If the long-term trend is that dropout rates are declin-
ing, why has the concern for this problem increased 
lately? First, although the long-term dropout trend has 
declined, the short-term trend has remained steady and 
even increased for some groups.

A second reason is that minority populations, who 
always have had higher dropout rates than whites, are 
increasing as a proportion of the public high school 
population. Racial and ethnic minorities represent the 
majority of students enrolled in most large U.S. cit-
ies and more than 90% of all students in such cities as 
Newark, New Jersey; Atlanta; and San Antonio (Bureau 
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few years, and the percentage of students who reported 
being victims of crime at school has decreased. However, 
the prevalence of other problem behavior at school has 
increased. For example, one-quarter of schools report 
student bullying is a problem. As the rates of criminal 
victimization in schools have declined or remained con-
stant, students also seem to feel more secure at school 
now than just a few years ago. Fewer students are report-
ing that they avoid places at school for their own safety 
(U.S. Department of Education, Indicators of School 

Crime and Safety, 2008).

Home Schooling

Home schooling is emerging as one of the most signifi -
cant social trends in education. It is an alternative to 
traditional schooling in which parents assume the pri-
mary responsibility for the education of their children. 
Th is trend toward an old practice has occurred for a 
distinctly modern reason: a desire to wrest control from 
public education and reestablish the family as central to 
a child’s learning.

Home schooling is almost always a matter of choice 
and not a necessity caused by the unavailability of 
schools. Public schools are there, but home-schooling 
families choose not to use them. In the past decade, there 
has been an explosive growth in this type of schooling 
and the numbers are still growing. Th e number of home 
schoolers in 2007 was about 1.5 million students, repre-
senting about 2.9% of all students (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2008).

Th e contemporary home schooling trend began as 
a liberal, not a conservative, alternative to the public 
school. Some families in the late 1950s and early 1960s 
found schools were too rigid and conservative. Th ey 
instead wanted to pursue a more liberal philosophy of 

Given these facts, it is small wonder that the U.S. 
Department of Education has focused an increasing 
amount of attention on how to improve high school 
completion rates.

Violence in the Schools

Nothing undermines the eff ectiveness of our educa-
tional system more than unsafe schools. Th roughout the 
country, students bring to school drugs, guns, knives, 
and other paraphernalia of destruction. Many urban 
school systems screen students with metal detectors 
when entering school grounds.

In the 2006–2007 academic year, students aged twelve 
through 18 were victims of about 1.7 million crimes, 
including 27 homicides. Ten percent of male students in 
grades nine through twelve reported being threatened or 
injured with a weapon on school property. Eighteen per-
cent of students in those same grades in 2007 reported 
they had carried a weapon anywhere, and 6% reported 
they had carried a weapon on school property during 
the previous 30 days.

Gangs have also become a major problem in many 
schools. Twenty-three percent of students said their 
school had gangs. In some schools, where gangs freely 
sell drugs to students within school buildings, principals 
vainly chain doors in an eff ort to keep dealers out and 
students in. In other schools, students are afraid to use 
the fi lthy bathrooms because gang members hang out 
there. Twenty-two percent of all students in grades nine 
through twelve reported that someone had off ered, sold, 
or given them an illegal drug on school property in the 
past 12 months.

Th e good news is that the percentage of students 
being victimized at school also has declined over the past 

Nothing undermines the effectiveness of our education system 
more than unsafe schools.
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Approximately 1.5 million students are being educated at 
home, up from 15,000 in the early 1980s.
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who choose to use this resource, and Illinois is develop-
ing a similar program (Carothers, 2000; Trotter, 2001). 
Meanwhile, several for-profi t ventures have entered the 
fi eld, off ering courses and, in one case, accredited diplo-
mas over the Internet.

How well do home schoolers do? Colleges have been 
fairly open to admitting home-schooled students. Home 
schoolers have been admitted to more than 900 colleges 
and universities, including highly selective universities 
and the U.S. military academies (Cholo, 2007).

Th e most frequent criticism of home schooling is 
that the children are not socialized to deal with diver-
sity and the social aspects of life. But there is plenty of 
evidence to the contrary. Almost all home-schooled 
children participate in extracurricular activities. Many 
public schools allow home schoolers to participate 
in team sports, science labs, or social organizations 
(Hammons, 2001).

Other criticisms focus on the inadequate standards 
of academic quality among the parents. Home school-
ing also has the potential to produce religious and 
social extremism and can also reduce funding for public 
schools.

Th e success or failure of home schooling depends on 
the success or failure of the family’s interpersonal rela-
tionships. Home schooling is a complex issue and rep-
resents a tremendous commitment on the part of the 
parents. In most cases, the father is the sole earner in 
the family and the mother spends her time instructing 
the children.

More research on home schooling is necessary. Up to 
now, research has been limited to case studies of fami-
lies or self-reports from participants in home schooling. 
We need a more accurate and thorough assessment of 
this growing trend in education (U.S. Department of 
Education, Issue Brief, December, 2008).

Standardized Testing

In American schools, the standardized test is the most 
frequently used means of evaluating students’ apti-
tudes and abilities. Every year, more than 100 million 
standardized tests are administered, ranking the men-
tal talents of students from nursery school to graduate 
school.

Children encounter standardized tests almost from 
the fi rst day they go to school. Usually, their fi rst experi-
ence with testing is an intelligence test. Th ese are given 
to more than 2 million youngsters each year. Students 
are also required to take a number of achievement tests, 
beginning in elementary school. High school and col-
lege seniors take college admissions tests that decide 
whether they will be accepted at universities and gradu-
ate schools, respectively.

Much criticism has been leveled at standardized 
tests. Th e testing services say the tests merely try to 

education as advocated by educators such as John Holt, 
the author of Why Children Fail. Holt suggested the 
best learning took place when children were allowed 
to pursue their own interests without an established 
curriculum.

Conservative and religious families joined the home-
schooling trend in the 1980s when they decided public 
schools were undermining their values. Some believed 
religious duty required them to teach their own chil-
dren; others sought to integrate religion, learning, and 
family life. Joining the liberal and conservative wings of 
the home-schooling movement are families who simply 
seek the highest quality education for their child, which 
they believe public and even private schools can no lon-
ger provide.

For centuries, children have learned outside formal 
school settings. Compulsory schooling is relatively new.

Not until the nineteenth century did state legislatures 
begin requiring local governments to build schools 
and parents to enroll their children in them. Even then, 
compulsory requirements extended to only a few months 
a year. . . . Only recently have we begun to treat schooling 
as a full-time aff air entrusted to professional teachers. Yet 
in such a short span of time, most of the nation has come 
to accept classroom schooling as the norm, and so the 
recent upsurge in home schooling has come to many as a 
surprise. (Lines, 2000)

Th ere are three main reasons parents choose to 
home school. Two-thirds of the parents are con-
cerned about the school environment. Others want 
to  provide religious or moral instruction. Still others 
are  dissatisfi ed with the academic instruction avail-
able at the available schools (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2008).

Th e typical home-schooling family is religious, con-
servative, white, middle-income, and better educated 
than the general population. Home schoolers are 
more likely to be part of a two-parent family, and the 
mother typically assumes the largest share of the teach-
ing responsibility, although fathers almost always are 
involved also.

Most home-schooling children spend time at librar-
ies, museums, or classes off ered at a local public school. 
Normally, parents plan and implement the learning pro-
gram. Th e Internet has provided an important resource 
for these parents and enables them to share information 
on books and learning opportunities.

Perhaps the largest impact of home schoolers has 
been the entry of new educational organizations into 
the fi eld. Many private organizations and enterprises 
have entered the K–12 distance education fi eld with 
their sights set on home schoolers as a primary audience 
(Hill, 2000). Th e State of Florida has developed an exten-
sive set of courses that can be taken by home school-
ers over the Internet for high school credit and others 
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discriminate against minorities or incorrectly measure 
potential ability. Nonetheless, college admissions offi  -
cers insist that results from standardized college admis-
sions tests give them a signifi cant tool for evaluating 
students from a variety of backgrounds and many parts 
of the country (see Figure 14-4).

Gender Bias in the Classroom

Who is at greater risk of failing in our schools these days, 
girls or boys? Some researchers (Sadker and Sadker, 
1994) believe that sitting in the same classrooms, reading 
the same textbooks, and listening to the same teachers, 
boys and girls receive very diff erent educations. A body 
of research, including, most prominently, a 1992 study 
sponsored by the American Association of University 
Women, “How Schools Shortchange Girls,” has held that 
girls face much deeper diffi  culties in school, where boys 
get the lion’s share of educational resources and teach-
ers’ attention. Over the course of years, the uneven dis-
tribution of teacher time, energy, attention, and talent 
takes its toll on girls.

Girls comprise the majority of our nation’s school-
children. Each time the teacher passes over a girl 
to elicit the ideas and opinions of boys, that girl is 
conditioned to be silent and to defer. As teachers 
use their expertise to question, praise, probe, clar-
ify, and correct boys, they help those male students 
sharpen ideas, refine their thinking, gain their voice, 
and achieve more. Sadker and Sadker point out the 
following:

In high school, girls score lower on the SAT and ACT tests, • 
which are crucial for college admission.
Th e greatest gender gap is in the crucial areas of science • 
and math.
Boys are much more likely to be awarded state and • 
national college scholarships.

chart, scientifi cally and objectively, diff erent levels of 
mental achievement and aptitude. Th e critics assert that 
the tests are invalid academically and biased against 
minorities.

Th e Educational Testing Service (ETS) Scholastic 
Aptitude Test (SAT) is the best-known college admis-
sions test and is required by about 1,200 U.S. colleges and 
universities. Another 2,800 American colleges require or 
recommend the American College Test (ACT). Students 
wishing to go to graduate school are required to take 
other exams, which measure the ability and skills used 
in the fi elds that they wish to enter.

Th e ETS professes to be meticulous in its test con-
struction. It hires college students, teachers, and pro-
fessors to assist its staff  in writing questions. Each of 
the approximately 3,000 questions created each year 
are reviewed by about 15 people for style, content, or 
racial bias.

Th e criticism of standardized tests, however, con-
tinues to grow. Many assert that all standardized tests 
are biased against minorities. Th e average African-
American or Hispanic youngster encounters references 
and vocabulary on a test that are likely to be more 
familiar to white, middle-class students. Many others 
oppose the secrecy surrounding the test companies. 
Groups have pushed for truth in testing, meaning that 
the test makers must divulge all exam questions and 
answers shortly after the tests are given. Th is would 
enable people to evaluate the tests more closely for 
cultural bias and possible scoring errors. Th e testing 
industry opposes such measures, which would force 
it to create totally new tests for each administration 
without the possibility of reusing valid and reliable 
questions.

No one would contend that standardized tests are 
perfect measuring instruments. At best, they can pro-
vide an objective measure to be used in conjunction 
with teachers’ grades and opinions. At worst, they might 
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own good,” or, “It’s not smart to be too smart.” High 
intelligence is often assumed to be incompatible with 
happiness.

Th ere is little agreement on what constitutes gifted-
ness. Th e most common measure is performance on a 
standardized test. All those who score above a certain 
level are defi ned as gifted, although there are serious 
problems when this criterion alone is used. Arbitrary 
approaches to measuring giftedness tend to ignore the 
likelihood that active intervention could increase the 
number of candidates among females, minorities, and 
the disabled, groups that are often underrepresented 
among the gifted.

Ellen Winner (1996) has proposed that gifted chil-
dren have three atypical traits. Th ese include:

 (1) Precociousness. Gifted children begin early to master 
some domain.

 (2) Nonconformity. Gifted children insist on doing 
things according to their own specifi c rules.

 (3) A rage to master. Gifted children exhibit a passion to 
know everything there is to know about a subject.

Females tend to be underrepresented among the 
gifted because popular culture holds that high intelli-
gence is incompatible with femininity; thus, some girls 
quickly learn to deny, disguise, or repress their abili-
ties. Minorities are hindered because commonly used 
assessment tools discriminate against ethnic groups 
whose members have had diff erent cultural experiences 
or speak English as a second language. Th e intellectual 
ability of disabled youngsters is often overlooked. Th eir 
physical handicaps can mask or divert attention from 
their mental potential, particularly when communica-
tion is impaired, because this is a key factor in assess-
ment procedures.

Teachers often confuse intelligence with unrelated 
school behaviors. Children who are neat, clean, and well 
mannered, have good handwriting, or manifest other 
desirable but irrelevant classroom traits can often be 
thought very bright.

Teachers often associate giftedness with children who 
come from prominent families, have traveled widely, 
and have had extensive cultural advantages. Teachers 
are likely to discount high intelligence when it might 
be present in combination with poor grammar, truancy, 
aggressiveness, or learning disabilities.

Th e fi rst attempt to deal with the gifted in public 
education took place in the St. Louis schools in 1868. 
Th e program involved a system of fl exible promotions 
enabling high-achieving students to advance from grade 
to grade at their own pace. By the early 1900s, special 
schools for the gifted began to appear.

Th ere has never been a consistent, cohesive national 
policy or consensus on how to educate the gifted. Special 
programs that have been instituted have reached only 
a small fraction of those who conceivably could ben-
efi t from them. A serious problem with the education 

Women score lower on all sections of the Graduate Record • 
Exam, which is necessary to enter many postgraduate 
programs. Women also trail on most tests needed to enter 
business school, law school, and medical school.

Christina Hoff  Sommers (1994, 2000) believes these 
examples of bias are exaggerated. She has pointed out 
that 56% of college students are female.

In 1971, women received 43% of bachelor’s degrees, 
40% of master’s degrees, and 14% of doctorates. Since 
1991, more women have enrolled in college than men, 
and the trend is continuing. In 2005, about 43% of 
women ages 18 to 24 were enrolled in college, compared 
with 35% of young men. Th is represents a major shift 
between 1970 and 2007, with women now making up 
the majority of college students, about 56% (Bureau of 
the Census, 2008).

In addition, 15 years ago, roughly the same number of 
boys and girls were taking advanced placement exams 
in U.S. high schools—a strong indicator of who is enroll-
ing in the most intellectually challenging courses. By 
1998, boys had fallen well behind. Boys today are less 
apt than girls to complete high school, to attend col-
lege, and to stay out of jail. Th ey do less homework and 
come to school worse prepared. Th ey read and write less 
well. Save for sports, they are less frequent participants 
in extracurricular activities of every sort. In those areas 
such as scores on math and science tests, in which boys 
continue to hold an edge, the gap is fast narrowing. In 
the areas in which girls are out in front, the gap seems 
to be widening.

Others, such as Carol Gilligan, have shifted the debate 
somewhat. She has pointed out that because girls pos-
sess a diff erent moral sensibility—being more caring, 
empathic, nurturing, sensitive, and community-minded 
than boys—they are devalued by society and discour-
aged from entering its most important institutions and 
honored vocations.

In recent years, even as schools have tried to put mea-
sures in place to end the last vestiges of discrimination 
against female students, the debate over whether bias 
exists in the classroom continues.

The Gifted

Th e very term gifted is emotionally loaded. Th e word 
can evoke feelings that range from admiration to resent-
ment and hostility. Th roughout history, people have dis-
played a marked ambivalence toward the gifted. It was 
not unusual to view giftedness as either divinely or dia-
bolically inspired. Genius was often seen as one aspect 
of insanity. Aristotle’s observation, “Th ere was never a 
great genius without a tincture of madness,” continues 
to be believed as common folklore.

People also tend to believe that intellectualism and 
practicality are incompatible. Th at belief is expressed in 
such sayings as, “He (or she) is too smart for his (her) 
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instruction they receive. We must question why we 
continue to show such ambivalence toward the gifted 
and why we are willing to tolerate incompetence and 
waste in regard to such a valuable resource (Baskin and 
Harris, 1980).

SUMMARY ■

Americans believe the most common reason for • 
 getting an education is to get a better job.

Functionalist sociologists suggest education also • 
consists of activities that are functional for the soci-
ety as a whole.

One of the manifest functions of education is social-• 
ization. Another function of education is cultural 
transmission, in which major portions of society’s 
knowledge are passed from one generation to the 
next. A third function of schools is to equip chil-
dren with the academic skills needed to function as 
adults.

In nonindustrial societies, no real distinction is • 
made between education and the socialization that 
occurs within the family.

Learning how to think independently and creatively • 
is probably one of the most valuable tools the educa-
tional institution can transmit.

In addition to its manifest functions, schooling in • 
America has developed a number of unintended 
consequences as well.

One latent function of many public schools is to • 
provide child care outside of the nuclear family. 
Th is function has become increasingly impor-
tant in recent years with the growing number 
of women in the labor force and the dramatic 
increase in single-parent families. A related service 
is to provide students with at least one nutritious 
meal a day.

Confl ict theorists view society as an arena of • 
confl ict in which certain groups dominate others, 
and social institutions become the instruments by 
which those in power can control the less power-
ful. Confl ict theorists see education as a means 
for maintaining the status quo by producing the 
kinds of people the system needs. Th is is accom-
plished through teaching the hidden curriculum—
attitudes and values that prepare children to accept 
the requirements of adult life and to fi t into the 
social, political, and economic statuses the society 
provides.

Although the overall high school graduation rate • 
has been increasing, the dropout rate for minorities 
has remained high. Factors associated with drop-
ping out include low educational and occupational 
attainment levels of parents, low family income, 

of the gifted arises from philosophical considerations. 
Many teachers are reluctant to single out the gifted for 
special treatment because they feel that the children are 
already naturally privileged. Sometimes, attention given 
to gifted children is seen as antidemocratic.

No matter how inadequate it can seem, the eff ort to 
provide for the educational needs of learning-disabled 
children has far exceeded that expended for the gifted. 
Similarly, the time and money spent on research into 
educating the slower children far outstrip that set aside 
for research on materials, methodology for teaching, 
and so on for the gifted.

When schools do have enrichment programs, they 
are rarely monitored for eff ectiveness. Enrichment pro-
grams are often provided by teachers totally untrained 
in dealing with the gifted because it is assumed that 
anyone qualifi ed to teach is capable of teaching the 
gifted. Yet most basic teacher-certifi cation programs 
do not require even one hour’s exposure to information 
on the theory, identifi cation, or methodology of teach-
ing such children. Most administrators do not have the 
theoretical background or practical experience neces-
sary to establish and promote successful programs for 
the gifted.

Th ere is some evidence that the nation’s population 
of gifted children—and, possibly, prodigies—is grow-
ing. Researchers who test large numbers of children 
have detected a startling proportion in the 170 to 180 
IQ range.

Although psychologists agree that early exceptional 
ability should be nurtured to thrive, they do not necessar-
ily think the current movement to produce super-babies 
by force-feeding a diet of mathematics and vocabulary 
to infants is a good idea. Pediatricians have begun see-
ing children with backlash symptoms—headaches, 
stomachaches, hair-tearing, anxiety, depression—as a 
result of this pressure to perform.

History has shown that being an authentic child 
prodigy creates problems enough of its own. Th e fi ne 
line between nurturing genius and trying to force a 
bright but not brilliant child to be something he or she 
is not is clearly one that must be walked with care.

Karen Stone McCown (1998), working with a group 
of Nobel prize winners, found many reported that their 
social-emotional development was shortchanged. 
Th ey said that they were so self-motivated to pursue 
their intellectual passions that almost nothing would 
have stopped that work, but missing from their lives 
were the social skills that would help them interact 
with and connect to family, friends, and the larger 
world.

It appears that more than 2.5 million schoolchildren 
in the United States can be described as gifted, or about 
3% of the school population. Giftedness is essentially 
potential. Whether these children will achieve their 
potential intellectual growth will depend on many fac-
tors, not the least of which is the level of educational 
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Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to help 
you complete that special project or do some research 
on your own.

speaking a language other than English in the 
home, single-parent families, and poor academic 
achievement.

Violence in schools causes many urban schools to • 
operate under a siege mentality, with doors chained 
shut and students afraid to be in the wrong place at 
the wrong time, inside of school or out.

In American schools, the standardized test is the • 
most frequently used means of evaluating student 
aptitude, ability, and performance. Critics assert 
that these tests are academically invalid and 
culturally biased against minorities and the lower 
class.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts And Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation presented below.

 a. cultural transmission
 b. “Nation at Risk”
 c. No Child Left Behind
 d. hidden curriculum

 e. tracking
 f.  The Credentialized 

Society
 g. Brown v. Board Ed./Topeka

 h. de jure segregation
 i. de facto segregation
 j. white fl ight

     1. Supreme Court decision that ended de jure segregation in public schools
     2. Separation of races based on laws prohibiting interracial contact.
     3. Separation of races resulting from residential housing patterns.
     4. The social attitudes and values taught in school that prepare children to accept the 

requirements of adult life and to “fi t into” the social, economic, and political statuses the 
society provides.

     5. The migration of large numbers of White Americans from the central cities to the suburbs.
     6. The process in which major portions of a society’s knowledge are passed from one generation 

to the next.
     7. The increasing trend in the U.S. for more and more jobs to require a degree regardless of 

whether possession of a degree increases job performance.
     8. Pres. George W. Bush’s education plan requiring extensive standardized testing and allowing 

parents of children in inferior schools to transfer the child to another school.
     9. The stratifi cation of students by ability, social class, and various other categories.
     10. 1983 report detailing a “rising tide of mediocrity” in U.S. education.

Match the thinkers with their main ideas or contributions.

a. James Coleman c. R. Rosenthal and L. Jacobson e. Lester Frank Ward
b. Jonathan Kozol d. Herbert Spencer

     1. Conducted a famous study on the effect teachers’ expectations had on student performance.
     2. Author of a 1966 survey of 645,000 children that demonstrated substantial class and race differ-

ences in educational achievement and opportunity.
     3. Author of several books criticizing public education for shortchanging the poor, especially black 

and Hispanic children.
     4. Social Darwinist who argued that little could be done to help those at the bottom of the social 

class ladder and that a school curriculum should be judged on its practical value.
     5. Sociologist who maintained that the purpose of education was to equalize society.

Central Idea Completions ●

Following the instructions, fi ll-in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions posed 
in the following section.

1. Use your own high school as an example and describe the manifest and latent functions of education.

a. manifest:  __________________________________________________________________________________

b. latent:  ____________________________________________________________________________________
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2. Higher education can be seen as job postponement. What consequences does this function have for 
the individual and the society?

a. individual:  _________________________________________________________________________________

b. society: ___________________________________________________________________________________

3. What is standardized testing? What are the purposes that its proponents claim for it? What are some of 
the problems with standardized testing?

a. defi nition:  _________________________________________________________________________________

b. purposes:  _________________________________________________________________________________

c. problems:  _________________________________________________________________________________

4. Who home schools and why? Why has home schooling become more popular in recent years?

a. characteristics of home schoolers:  ____________________________________________________________

b. popularity factors:  __________________________________________________________________________

5. What are the major factors contributing to the dropout rate for high school students?  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

6. To what extent do American minorities continue to face unequal access to education?  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

7. How would a confl ict theorist evaluate education in American public high schools?  

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. As an agent of socialization, the school fosters the attitudes, behaviors, norms, and values of the domi-
nant society. But students themselves are also agents of socialization. Does student culture encourage 
the same attitudes and behaviors as those promoted by the school? In your high school, how did stu-
dent culture differ from offi cial school culture, and what forms of social control did each group use to 
further its goals and ideas?

2. Do schools “shortchange” girls? In what ways is primary and secondary education slanted in favor of 
boys? But if the education system favors boys, why do more girls go on to college? In what ways does 
the system favor girls?

3. What implications does the Rosenthal-Jacobson study have for the policy of “tracking?”



341CHAPTER 14 EDUCATION

Internet Activities ●

1. The National Center for Education Statistics (http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/) is a good gateway to a wealth 
of data on education. One link (“Data Tools”) takes you to a page where you can create your own table 
including only the variables you are particularly interested in.

2. “American Educator” is the magazine of the AFT (the nation’s leading teacher’s union). The online ver-
sion (http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/index.htm) has articles about primary and 
secondary education. Their link on “hot topics” (http://www.aft.org/topics/index.htm) gives their view 
on current controversies in education.

3. For a view the AFT probably would disagree with, the Center for Education Reform (http://www.
edreform.com/) provides support for charter schools, No Child Left Behind, and other conservative 
 positions. It frequently criticizes the AFT. Their “Issues” link takes you to articles supporting their own 
view on current controversies in education.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. g; 2. h; 3. i; 4. d; 5. j; 6. a; 7. f; 8. c.; 9.e; 10. b.

Answers to Key Thinkers

1. c; 2. a; 3. b; 4. d; 5. e.

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/
http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/index.htm
http://www.aft.org/topics/index.htm
http://www.edreform.com/
http://www.edreform.com/
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Th roughout the world, the yielding of power is often 
a matter of life or death. Th e concession speech is not 
merely a report of an election result; it is a reaffi  rmation 
of the democratic process (Corcoran, 1994). It affi  rms 
the view that the control of the political process must be 
in the hands of the people and that we are quite fearful 
of concentrated political power.

Th e founders of the United States distrusted a strong 
unifi ed government. Th e U.S. Constitution, the oldest 
of its kind in the world, established a divided form of 
government. Th ere was to be a president, two houses of 
Congress, and a federal high court. Th ese actions rep-
resented a deliberate decision to create a weak politi-
cal system. Th ere were to be varying terms of offi  ce. 
Th e president was to be chosen every four years. Two 
senators from each state were to be chosen for six-year 
terms, with one-third of the seats open every two years. 
Members of the House of Representatives were to be 
elected every two years, with the number allotted to each 
state roughly proportional to its share of the national 
population (Lipset, 1996).

Thomas Jefferson thought that even this arrange-
ment had to be reexamined frequently. He suggested 
that every two decades or so, a new generation should 
be required collectively to define its own values and 
redefine those of its forebears. Jefferson believed 
that a political system had to be taken out periodi-
cally, inspected, examined in the harsh daylight, and 
changed before it was bequeathed to a new genera-
tion. If it did not pass muster, then some other politi-
cal system had to be found that could guarantee life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness better. A new 
generation should not be burdened by the tradi-
tions of the past or the comfort of well-worn customs 
(Hart, 1993).

Th e founders of the United States realized that, in 
most societies, what laws are passed or not passed 
depend to a large extent on which categories of people 
have the power. Th e powerful in a society work hard to 
pass laws to their liking. Th e founders were trying to 
provide a prescription for how power was to be used 
and how it was to be passed from one generation to the 
next. It sounds like a fairly radical and idealistic view of 
how a country should be governed. However, the United 
States was born out of radical and idealistic conceptions 
of politics.

In this chapter, we begin by examining the political 
institution. Ultimately, the economy is intimately tied to 
the political system, and we will examine that connec-
tion also. Politics is the process by which power is distrib-

uted and decisions are made. Th is chapter clarifi es what 
is unique about our two-party system and where the 
American political system fi ts into the whole spectrum 
of political institutions. We then move on to examine the 
relationship between the political system and the eco-
nomic system.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do 
the following:

Distinguish between authority and coercion. ◗

Understand the basic functions of the state. ◗

Know the basic features of capitalism. ◗

Distinguish between capitalism, socialism, and  ◗

democratic socialism.

Describe the basic features of political democracy. ◗

Contrast the functionalist and confl ict theory views of  ◗

the state.

Describe the major features of the American political  ◗

system.

A few hours after the results of the 2008 presi-
dential election were announced, John McCain spoke 
the following words:

My friends, we have come to the end of a long journey. 
Th e American people have spoken, and they have spoken 
clearly. A little while ago, I had the honor of calling Senator 
Barack Obama to congratulate him on being elected the 
next president of the country that we both love.

It is natural tonight to feel some disappointment, but 
tomorrow we must move beyond it and work together to 
get our country moving again. We fought—we fought as 
hard as we could. And though we fell short, the failure is 
mine, not yours.

After every presidential election, we require the loser 
to engage in a public declaration of defeat. Why do we 
require this invasion of privacy? Why do we not allow 
the defeated candidate to suff er defeat away from the 
glare of the media? Could it be that this ritual serves an 
important social function?

Dwelling on defeat contradicts a basic American 
commitment to success. After a presidential election, 
our gaze is on the triumphant winner; but instead of 
drawing a veil of silence over the crushed hopes of the 
losing candidate, we require one fi nal ordeal, the con-
cession speech.

Th e words themselves are less important than the 
larger purpose they serve. Th ey ritualize the passing of 
power and the legitimacy of the new authority. As John 
McCain went on to note:

I urge all Americans who supported me to join me in not 
just congratulating him, but off ering our next president 
our goodwill and earnest eff ort to fi nd ways to come 
together, to fi nd the necessary compromises, to bridge our 
diff erences . . . 
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Political Authority

An individual’s authority often will apply only to certain 
people in certain situations. For example, a professor has 
the authority to require students to write term papers 
but no authority to demand the students’ votes should 
he or she run for public offi  ce.

In the same sense, Weber pointed out that the most 
powerful states do not impose their will by physical 
force alone but by ensuring that their authority is seen 
as legitimate. In such a state, people accept the idea that 
the allocation of power is as it should be and that those 
who hold power do so legitimately. Weber (1957) iden-
tifi ed three kinds of authority: legal-rational authority, 
traditional authority, and charismatic authority.

Legal-Rational Authority Legal-rational authority is 

derived from the understanding that specifi c individu-

als have clearly defi ned rights and duties to uphold and 

implement rules and procedures impersonally. Indeed, 
that is the key. Power resides not in individuals but in 
particular positions or offi  ces. Th ere usually are rules 
and procedures designed to achieve a broad purpose. 
Rulers acquire political power by meeting requirements 
for offi  ce, and they hold power only as long as they obey 
the laws that legitimize their rule.

Traditional Authority Traditional authority is rooted 

in the assumption that the customs of the past legitimate 

the present, that things are as they always have been and 
basically should remain that way. Usually, both rulers and 
ruled recognize and support the tradition that legitimizes 
such political authority. Typically, traditional authority 
is hereditary, although this is not always the case. For 
example, throughout most of English history, the English 
crown was the property of various families. As long as 
tradition is followed, the authority is accepted.

Charismatic Authority Charismatic authority derives 

from a ruler’s ability to inspire passion and devotion among 

followers. Weber noted that a charismatic leader—who 
is most likely to appear during a period of crisis—will 
emerge when followers (1) perceive a leader as somehow 
supernatural, (2) blindly believe the leader’s statements, 
(3) unconditionally comply with the leader’s directives, 
and (4) give the leader unqualifi ed emotional commit-
ment. Others (Willner, 1984) have added that charismatic 
leaders also must perform seemingly extraordinary feats 
and have outstanding speaking ability.

Sitting Bull and Red Cloud, for example, were charis-
matic leaders of the Sioux Indians. Th eir people followed 
them because they led by example and inspired personal 
loyalty. However, individuals were free to disagree, to 
refuse to participate in planned undertakings, and even 
to leave and look for a group led by people with whom 
they were more likely to agree (Brown, 1971). Th is was 
not true in Russia under V. I. Lenin, in Germany under 

POLITICS, POWER, AND AUTHORITY ●

More than 800 candidates run for the U.S. House of 
Representatives every other year. Americans also select 
senators, governors, and a host of other offi  cials on a 
regular basis. Candidates ring our doorbells, shake our 
hands, stuff  our mailboxes, and exhort us through our 
television sets. Th ey make promises they often can-
not keep. Th is is politics, American style. Small wonder 
it has been said that politics, like baseball, is the great 
American pastime. Running for president of the United 
States is a political activity; so is enacting legislation; so 
is taxing property owners to subsidize digging sewers; so 
is going to war. Th e study of the political process, then, is 
the study of power.

Power

Max Weber (1958a) referred to power as the ability to 

carry out one person’s or group’s will, even in the pres-

ence of resistance or opposition from others. In this sense, 
power is the ability to make others comply with one’s 
decisions, often through the threat or actual use of sanc-
tions, penalties, or force.

In some relationships, the division of power is spelled 
out clearly and defi ned formally. Employers have spe-
cifi c powers over employees, army offi  cers over enlisted 
personnel, ship captains over their crews, professors 
over their students. In other relationships, the question 
of power is defi ned less clearly and can even shift back 
and forth, depending on individual personalities and the 
particular situation, between wife and husband, among 
sisters and brothers, or among friends in a social clique.

Power is an important part of many types of relation-
ships that covers a broad spectrum of interactions. At 
one pole is authority, power that is regarded as legiti-

mate by those over whom it is exercised, who also accept 

the authority’s legitimacy in imposing sanctions or even in 

using force if necessary. For example, in the United States, 
few people are eager to pay income taxes, yet most do 
so regularly. Most taxpayers accept the authority of the 
government not only to demand payment but also to 
impose penalties for nonpayment.

At the other extreme is coercion, power that is 

regarded as illegitimate by those over whom it is exerted. 
Th e people comply because they fear reprisals that are 
not considered acceptable or legitimate. Power based 
on authority is quite stable, and obedience to it becomes 
a social norm. Power based on coercion, in contrast, 
is unstable. People will obey only out of fear, and any 
opportunity to test this power will be taken. Power 
based on coercion will fail in the long run. Th e American 
Revolution, for example, was preceded by less and less 
acceptance of the legitimacy of the existing system. Th e 
authority of the king of England was questioned, and his 
power, based increasingly on coercion rather than on 
acceptance as a social norm, inevitably crumbled.
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GOVERNMENT AND THE STATE ●

Governments vary according to the relationship that 
exists between the rulers and the ruled. In some societ-
ies, political power is shared among most or all adults. 
Isolated groups still exist in which the group is its own 
authority and decisions are made by a consensus among 
adults. In such societies, the concept of government is 
meaningless. However, in larger, more complex societ-
ies, government does exist.

In complex societies, the state is the institutionalized 

way of organizing power within territorial limits. Th e exis-
tence of the state shows that a high level of social and 
political development is present.

Functions of the State

Although a preindustrial society can exist without an 
organized government, no modern industrial society 
can thrive without the functions the state performs: 
establishing laws and norms, providing social control, 
ensuring economic stability, setting goals, and protect-
ing against outside threats.

Establishing Laws and Norms Th e state establishes laws 
that formally specify what the society expects and what 
it prohibits. Th e laws are often a codifi cation of specifi c 
norms; for example, one should not steal from or com-
mit violent crimes against others. Establishing laws also 
means exacting penalties for violating the laws.

Providing Social Control In addition to establishing 
laws, the state also has the power to enforce them. Th e 
police, courts, and various government agencies make 
sure that violators of those laws are punished. In the 
United States, the Internal Revenue service seeks out 
tax evaders, the courts sentence criminals to prison, and 
the police attempt to maintain order.

Ensuring Economic Stability In the modern world, no 
individual can provide entirely for his or her own needs. 
Large workforces must be mobilized to build roads, dig 
canals, and erect dams. Money must be minted, and stan-
dards of weights and measures must be set and checked; 
merchants must be protected from thieves and consum-
ers from fraud. Th e state tries to ensure that a system for 
distributing goods and resources exists within the society.

Setting Goals Th e state sets goals and provides a direc-
tion for the society. If a society is to limit the use of oil, for 
instance, the government must promote this as a goal. It 
must encourage conservation and the search for alterna-
tive energy sources and must discourage (perhaps through 
taxation or rationing) the use of oil. How is the government 
able to accomplish these tasks? How can it bring about indi-
vidual and organizational compliance? Obviously, it would 
be best if the government could rely on persuasion alone, 

Adolf Hitler, or in Iran under the Ayatollah Ruholla 
Khomeini. Th ese men all were charismatic rulers but 
also had the political authority necessary to enforce 
obedience or conformity to their demands.

Charismatic authorities and rulers emerge when 
people lose faith in their social institutions. Lenin led 
the Russian Revolution in the chaos left in the wake of 
World War I. Hitler rose to power in a Germany that 
had been defeated and humiliated in World War I and 
whose economy was shattered; infl ation was so bad that 
money was almost worthless. Khomeini rose to power 
in a country in which rapid modernization had under-
cut traditional Islamic norms and values, in which great 
poverty and great wealth existed side by side, and in 
which fear of the previous leader’s secret police left the 
people in constant fear for their personal safety.

Th e great challenge facing all charismatic rulers is to 
sustain their leadership after the crisis subsides and to 
create political institutions that will survive their death 
or retirement. Weber pointed out that if the program 
that the leader has implemented is to be sustained, the 
leader’s charisma must be routinized in some form. 
For example, after Christ’s death—and after it became 
apparent that his return to earth was not imminent—
the apostles began to set up the rudiments of a religious 
organization with priestly offi  ces.

The power of a charismatic leader derives from the ruler’s 
force of personality and ability to inspire passion and devotion 
among followers. President John F. Kennedy was the closest 
the United States has come to having a charismatic leader.
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Cuba, Vietnam, Laos, North Korea, Libya, Sudan, Eritrea, 
Tajikistan, Saudi Arabia, and Yemen.

In an autocracy, the loyalty and devotion of the people 
are required. To ensure that this requirement is met, dis-
sent and criticism of the government and the person in 
power are prohibited. Th e government controls the media 
and can use terror to prevent or suppress dissent. For the 
most part, however, no great attempt is made to control 
the personal lives of the people. A strict boundary is set 
up between people’s private lives and their public behav-
ior. Individuals have a wide range of freedom in pursuing 
family concerns, and many other traditional elements of 
life. At the same time, virtually all present-day autocracies, 
even those professing to be communist have witnessed 
exploitation of the poor by the rich and powerful.

Totalitarianism

In a totalitarian government, one group has virtually 

total control of the nation’s social institutions. Any other 
group is prevented from attaining power. Religious insti-
tutions, educational institutions, political institutions, 
and economic institutions all are managed directly or 
indirectly by the state. Typically, under totalitarian rule, 
several elements interact to concentrate political power.

 1. A single political party controls the state apparatus. 
It is the only legal political party in the state. Th e 
party organization is itself controlled by one person 
or by a ruling clique.

 2. Terror is implemented by an elaborate internal 
security system that intimidates the populace into 
conformity. It defi nes dissenters as enemies of the 
state and often chooses, arbitrarily, whole groups 
of people against whom it directs especially harsh 
oppression ( for instance, the Jews in Nazi Germany 
or minority tribal groups in several recently created 
African states).

 3. Control of the media (television, radio, newspapers, 
and journals) is in the hands of the state. Diff ering 
opinions are denied a forum. Th e media communicate 
only the offi  cial line of thinking to the people.

 4. Control over the military apparatus, both the 
military personnel and the use of its weapons, is 
monopolized by those who control the political 
power of the totalitarian state.

 5. Control of the economy is wielded by the 
government, which sets goals for the various 
industrial and economic sectors and determines 
both the prices and the supplies of goods.

 6. An elaborate ideology, in which previous 
sociopolitical conditions are rejected, legitimizes 
the current state and provides more or less explicit 
instructions to citizens on how to conduct their 
daily lives. Th is ideology off ers explanations for 
nearly every aspect of life, often in a simplistic and 
distorted way (Friedrich and Brzezinski, 1965).

but this course seldom is enough. In the end, the govern-
ment usually needs the power to compel compliance.

Protecting against Outside Threats History leaves little 
doubt that the rise of the state was accompanied by the 
increased likelihood of war (Otterbein, 1970, 1973). As 
early as the fourteenth century, Ibn Khaldun (1958), an 
Islamic scholar, noted this connection and even attributed 
the rise of the state to the needs of sedentary farmers to 
protect themselves from raids by fi erce nomads. His views 
were echoed by Ludwig Gumplowicz (1899): “States have 
never arisen except through the subjugation of one stock 
by another, or by several in alliance.” In any event, it is clear 
that one of the tasks of maintaining a society is to protect 
it from outside threats, especially from hostile militaries. 
Hence, governments build and maintain armies.

Although there is widespread agreement that the 
functions just described are tasks that the state should 
and usually does perform, not all social scientists agree 
that the state emerged because of the need for those 
functions.

TYPES OF STATES ●

Diff erent types of states exist side by side and must deal 
with one another constantly in today’s shrinking world. 
To comprehend their interrelationships, it is helpful to 
understand the structure of each main form of govern-
ment, autocracy, totalitarianism, and democracy.

Autocracy

In an autocracy, the ultimate authority and rule of the 

government rest with one person, who is the chief source 

of laws and the major agent of social control. For exam-
ple, the pharaohs of ancient Egypt were autocrats. 
Contemporary examples of autocratic countries include 

One of the tasks a state must perform is to protect itself from 
outside threats, especially those of a military nature.
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not possible for the people to rule directly. One of the 
most important ways for people to participate in the 
political life of the country is to vote.

For this to happen, people must be free to assemble, 
to express their views and seek to persuade others, to 
engage in political organizing, and to vote for whomever 
they wish.

Democracy also assumes that minority rights must 
be protected. Th e majority might not always act wisely, 
and it might be unjust. Th e minority abides by the laws 
as determined by the majority, but the minority must be 
free to try to change these laws.

Democratic societies contrast markedly with totali-
tarian societies. Ideally, democratic societies are open 
and culturally diverse, dissent is not viewed as disloyalty, 
there are two or more political parties, and terror and 
intimidation are not an overt part of the political scene.

Th e economic bases of democratic societies can vary 
considerably. Democracy can exist in a capitalistic coun-
try such as the United States and in a more socialistic one 
such as Sweden. However, it appears necessary for the 
country to have reached an advanced level of economic 
development before democracy can evolve. Such societ-
ies are most likely to have the sophisticated population 
and stability necessary for democracy (Lipset, 1960).

FUNCTIONALIST AND CONFLICT  ●
THEORY VIEWS OF THE STATE

Functionalists and confl ict theorists hold very diff erent 
ideas about the function of the state. As our discussion 
of social stratifi cation in Chapter 8, “Social Class in the 
United States,” revealed, functionalist theorists view 
social stratifi cation—and the state that maintains it—as 
necessary devices that recruit workers to perform the 
tasks needed to sustain society. Individual talents must be 
matched to jobs that need doing, and those with special-
ized talents must be given suffi  ciently satisfying rewards. 
Functionalists therefore maintain that the state emerged 
because society grew so large and complex that only a 
specialized, central institution (i.e., the state) could man-
age society’s increasingly complicated and intertwined 
institutions (Davis, 1949; Service, 1975).

Marxists and other confl ict theorists take a diff erent 
view. Th ey argue that certain groups were able to seize 
control of the means of production and distribution 
of commodities. In doing so these groups were able to 
establish themselves as powerful ruling classes that dom-
inated and exploited workers. Finally, the state emerged 
to allow the ruling classes to protect their institutional-
ized supremacy from the resentful and potentially rebel-
lious lower classes. As Lenin (1949) explained, “Th e state 
is a special organization of force: it is an organization of 
violence for the suppression of some class.”

Th ere is evidence to support this view of the state’s 
origins. Th e earliest legal codes of ancient states featured 

Democracy

Democracy has not always been regarded as the best 
form of government. People have often approved of the 
aims of democracy yet have argued that democracy was 
impossible to attain. Others argued that it was logically 
unsound. Today, however, there is hardly a government 
anywhere in the world that does not claim to have some 
sort of democratic authority. In the United States, we 
regard our political system as democratic, and the same 
claim is made by leaders in communist countries. Th e 
word democracy seems to have so many diff erent mean-
ings today that we face the problem of distinguishing 
democracy from other political systems.

Democracy comes from the Greek words demos, 
meaning “people,” and kratia, meaning “authority.” By 
democracy, then, the Greeks were referring to a system 
in which rule was by the people rather than by a few 
selected individuals. Because of the growth in popula-
tion, industrialization, and specialization, it has become 
impossible for citizens to participate in politics today as 
they did in ancient Athens. Today, democracy refers to 
a political system operating under the principles of con-

stitutionalism, representative government, majority rule, 

civilian rule, and minority rights.

Constitutionalism means that government power is 

limited. It is assumed that there is a higher law, which 
is superior to all other laws. Th e various agencies of 
the government can act only in specifi ed legal ways. 
Individuals possess rights, such as freedom of speech, 
press, assembly, and religion, which the government 
cannot take away.

A basic feature of democracy is that it is rooted in 
representative government, which means that the 

authority to govern is achieved through, and legitimized 

by, popular elections. Every government offi  ceholder has 
sought, in one way or another, the support of the elec-

torate (the citizens eligible to vote) and has persuaded a 
majority of that group to grant its support (through vot-

ing). Th e elected offi  cial is entitled to hold offi  ce for a 
specifi ed term and generally will be reelected as long as 
that body of voters is satisfi ed that the offi  ceholder is 
adequately representing its interests.

Representative institutions can operate freely only 
if certain other conditions prevail. First, there must be 
what sociologist Edward Shils (1968) calls civilian rule—
that is, every qualifi ed citizen has the legal right to run 
for and hold an offi  ce of government. Such rights do not 
belong to any one class (say, of highly trained scholars, 
as in ancient China), caste, sect, religious group, ethnic 
group, or race. Th ese rights, with certain exceptions, 
belong to every citizen. Further, there must be public 
confi dence that such organized agencies as the police 
and the military will not intervene in, or change the out-
come of, elections.

In addition, majority rule must be maintained. 
Because of the complexity of a modern democracy, it is 
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Th ese two views represent the starting points for the 
economic systems that came to be known as capitalism 
and socialism.

In its simplest terms, the economy is the social institu-

tion that determines how a society produces, distributes, 

and consumes goods and services. Money, goods, and 
services do not fl ow of their own accord. People work 
at particular jobs, manufacture particular products, dis-
tribute the fruits of their labor, purchase basic necessi-
ties and luxury items, and decide to save or spend their 
money. A very simple society may produce and distrib-
ute only food, water, and shelter. As a society becomes 
more complex and productive, the products produced 
and distributed become increasingly more elaborate. To 
be useful, all these goods and services must be distrib-
uted throughout the society. Every society must decide 
how much to be involved in the production and distribu-
tion of goods and services. In most economies, markets 
play the major role in determining what is produced, 
how, and for whom. Which means, is there a demand for 
something? Who is willing to produce it? How much are 
people willing to pay for it?

Capitalism

In its classic form, capitalism is an economic system 

based on private ownership of the means of production 

and in which resource allocation depends largely on mar-

ket forces. Th e government plays only a minor role in the 
marketplace, which works out its own problems through 
the forces of supply and demand.

Capitalism is built on two basic premises. Th e fi rst, as 
Weber noted, is production “for the pursuit of profi t and 
ever renewed profi t.” Capitalism entitles people to pur-
sue their own self-interests, and this activity is desirable 
and eventually benefi ts society through the “invisible 
hand” of capitalism. For example, pharmaceutical com-
panies may have no other goal in mind than profi t when 
they develop new drugs. Th e fact that their products 
eventually benefi t society is an indirect benefi t brought 
about by this invisible hand.

Th e second basic premise is that the free market will 
determine what is produced and at what price. If people 
can profi t from the production of a product, it will be 
produced. Adam Smith is regarded as the father of mod-
ern capitalism. He set forth his ideas in his book, Th e 

Wealth of Nations (1776), which is still used as a yardstick 
for analyzing economic systems in the Western world. 
According to Smith, capitalism has four features: private 
property, freedom of choice, freedom of competition, 
and freedom from government interference.

Private Property Smith believed that the ability to own 
private property acts as an incentive for people to be 
thrifty and industrious. Th ese motivations, although 
selfi sh, will benefi t society because those who own prop-
erty will respect the property rights of others.

laws protecting the persons and properties of rulers, 
nobles, landholders, and wealthy merchants. Th e Code 
of Hammurabi of Babylon, dating to about 1750 BC, pre-
scribed the death penalty for burglars and for anybody 
who harbored a fugitive slave. Th e code regulated wages, 
prices, and fees to be charged for services. It declared 
that a commoner must be fi ned six times as much for 
striking a noble or a landholder as for striking another 
commoner. It also condemned to death women who 
were proved by their husbands to be uneconomical in 
managing household resources (Durant, 1954).

Nevertheless, the functionalist view also has value. 
Th e state provides crucial organizational functions such 
as carrying out large-scale projects and undertaking 
long-range planning, without which complex society 
probably could not exist. Because it provides a sophis-
ticated organizational structure, the state can—and 
does—fulfi ll many other important functions. In most 
modern societies, the state supports a public school 
system to provide a basic, uniform education for its 
members.

Th e health and well-being of its citizens also have 
become the concern of the state. In our own country, 
as in many others, the government provides some level 
of medical and fi nancial support for its young, old, and 
disabled, and it sponsors scientifi c and medical research 
for the welfare of its people. Regulating industry and 
trade has become a function of the modern state, as has 
safeguarding the civil rights and liberties of its citizens. 
Certainly, one of the most important functions of any 
state is the protection of its people through armies, mili-
tias, and police forces.

When groups in a society become dissatisfi ed with 
their government changes can take place. After such 
changes, the state might perform the same functions but 
do so in a diff erent way and under diff erent leadership.

THE ECONOMY AND THE STATE ●

Philosophers have been writing about the relationship 
between the economy and the state for thousands of 
years. Th e Greek philosopher Plato, quoting Socrates, 
noted that both wealth and poverty are bad for society. 
Socrates suggested that a guard be placed at the gates 
of the city to keep wealth and poverty out. Wealth and 
poverty were not seen as two evils but as diff erent sides 
to the same evil because the wealth of the rich, Plato 
believed, was the cause of the poverty of the poor. For 
Plato, this happens because the high consumption of 
the rich creates shortages for the poor.

For economist Adam Smith (1723–1790), poverty was 
due to the insuffi  cient production of real wealth. Th e obvi-
ous solution to this problem was to increase the wealth 
of the community. “No society can surely be fl ourishing 
and happy, of which the far greater part of the mem-
bers are poor and miserable” (quoted in Clark, 2002). 



CHAPTER 15 POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC SYSTEMS 349

trade and keep order in society but should not regulate 
business or commerce. Th e best thing the government 
can do for business, Smith said, is to leave it alone. Th is 

view that government should stay out of business is referred 

to as laissez-faire capitalism. Th e French words laissez-

faire mean “allow to act.”
In the United States, the government plays a vital role 

in the economy. Th erefore, the U.S. system cannot be 
regarded as an example of pure capitalism. Rather, many 
have referred to our system as modifi ed capitalism, also 
known as a mixed economy. (For a discussion about gov-
ernment intervention that would be considered contro-
versial under laissez-faire capitalism, see “Day-to-Day 

Freedom of Choice Along with the right to own prop-
erty comes the right to do with it what one pleases as 
long as it does not harm society. Consequently, people 
are free to sell, rent, trade, give away, or retain whatever 
they possess.

Freedom of Competition Smith believed society would 
benefi t most from a free market featuring unregulated 
competition for profi ts. Supply and demand would be the 
main factors determining the course of the economy.

Freedom from Government Interference Smith belie-
ved government should promote competition and free 

Sugar, rum, and tobacco are commodities which are 
nowhere necessaries of life, which are becoming 
objects of almost universal consumption, and which 
are therefore extremely proper subjects of taxation.
— Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, 1776

An obesity epidemic seems to be sweeping through 
the United States. Th e medical community believes 
this is due to the increased consumption of sugar-
sweetened beverages (soda and sports and energy 
drinks). Th ese beverages cause increased body weight 
and poor nutrition when they replace more healthy 
beverages. Th ey also put people at increased risk for 
obesity and diabetes.

Advertisers of sugared drinks target children and 
young people. A few examples show how successful 
they have been. By the mid-1990s, children began 
drinking more sugared beverages than milk. Also, in 
the past 10 years, the average person’s consumption 
of these drinks has increased 30%.

Sugared drinks have become more aff ordable 
compared to fresh fruits and vegetables, which also 
contributes to the rise in obesity in the United States. 
Even if one-quarter of the calories from sugared 
drinks were replaced by other food, it would translate 
into more than two pounds of body weight lost each 
year for the average person. Such a reduction could 
substantially reduce the risk of obesity and diabetes 
as well as heart disease and other conditions.

One controversial idea is to tax soda and other 
sweetened drinks. Maine and New York have pro-
posed large taxes on sugared beverages, and similar 
discussions have begun in other states. Th e states 
like the idea because the taxes could generate large 
amounts of revenue. At the same time, they can show 

they are concerned about the excessive consumption 
of unhealthy foods.

Taxes on cigarettes have been very eff ective in 
reducing smoking, and it is expected that taxes could 
reduce sugar beverage consumption also. A study at 
Yale University suggests that for every 10% increase in 
price, consumption decreases by 7.8%. It is hoped the 
increased cost would encourage people to switch to 
more healthy drinks, thus curbing weight gain.

Some argue that government should not inter-
fere in personal choices. Yet about $79 billion is 
spent annually for overweight and obesity problems. 
Approximately half of the costs are paid by Medicare 
and Medicaid at taxpayers’ expense. Obesity also 
costs society in terms of decreased work produc-
tivity, increased absenteeism, and poorer school 
performance.

It has also been pointed out that these taxes would 
aff ect the poor the most. But the poor are dispropor-
tionately aff ected by diet-related diseases and would 
derive the greatest benefi t from reduced consump-
tion. Americans consume about 250 to 300 more 
calories daily today than in the past, half of it com-
ing from sugared beverages, which are not necessary 
for survival. In times of economic hardship for many 
states, taxes that both generate substantial revenue 
and promote health sound enticing.

Sources: Kelly D. Brownell, Ph.D., and Th omas R. Frieden, 
M.D., M.P.H., “Ounces of Prevention: Th e Public Policy Case 
for Taxes on Sugared Beverages,” April 8, 2009, http://www.
nejm.org., accessed April 9, 2009. L. R. Vartanian, M. B. 
Schwartz, and K. D. Brownell, “Eff ects of Soft Drink Con-
sumption on Nutrition and Health: A Systematic Review 
and Meta-analysis,” American Journal of Public Health 97 
(2007): 667–675.

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY
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problem with capitalism, he contended, is that profi ts 
will decline as production expands. Th is, in turn, will 
force the industrialist to exploit the laborers and pay 
them less to continue to make a profi t. As the workers 
are paid less or are fi red, Marx said, they are less able 
to buy the goods being produced. Th is causes profi ts to 
fall even further, leading to bankruptcies, greater unem-
ployment, and even a full-scale depression. After an 
increasingly severe series of depressions, Marx argued, 
the workers will rise up and take control of the state. 
Th ey then will create a socialist form of government in 
which private property is abolished and turned over to 
the state. Th e workers will then control the means of 
production, and the exploitation of workers will end.

Th e reality of capitalism has not matched Marxist 
expectations. As we have seen, earlier capitalist econo-
mies have become much more mixed economies than 
the capitalist model developed by Smith. Th is has pre-
vented some of Marx’s prophesied outcomes. Th e level 
of impoverishment that Marx predicted for the workers 
has not taken place because labor unions have obtained 
higher wages and better working conditions for labor. 
Marx thought these changes could come about only 
through revolution. Labor-saving machinery has also 
led to higher profi ts without the predicted unemploy-
ment, and the production of goods to meet consumer 
demands has increased accordingly.

Marxists have off ered a number of explanations for 
capitalism’s continued success. Some have suggested that 
capitalism has survived because globalization has made 
it possible to sell excess goods to developing countries 
maintaining high prices and profi ts. However, Marxists 
see this as only a temporary solution to the inevitable 
decline of capitalism. Eventually, the whole world will be 
industrialized, and the problems with capitalism will be 
revealed. Th ey believe the movement toward socialism 
has not been avoided but only postponed.

In addition, critics of capitalism argue that true 
democracy is an impossible dream in a capitalist soci-
ety. Th ey claim that although in theory all members of a 
capitalist society have the same political rights, because 
the society is stratifi ed, wealth, social esteem, and politi-
cal power are unequally distributed (see Chapter 8). 
Because of this, some critics contend, true democracy 
can be achieved only under socialism, to which our dis-
cussion now turns (Schumpeter, 1950).

Socialism

Socialism is an economic system in which the sources 

of production—including factories, raw materials, and 

transportation and communication systems—are collec-

tively owned. Socialism is an alternative to and a reac-
tion against capitalism. Whereas capitalism views profi t 
as the ultimate goal of economic activity, socialism is 
based on the belief that economic activity should be 
guided by public needs rather than private profi t. Under 

Sociology: Eat Your Fresh Fruit and Vegetables or Pay a 
Fine.”)

A mixed economy combines free-enterprise capital-

ism with governmental regulation of business, industry, 

and social welfare programs. Although private property 
rights are protected, the forces of supply and demand 
are not allowed to operate with total freedom. Resources 
are distributed through a combination of market and 
governmental forces.

Because there are few nationalized industries in this 
country (the Tennessee Valley Authority and Amtrak 
are two exceptions), the government uses its regula-
tory power to guard against private-industry abuse. Our 
government is also involved in such areas as antitrust 
violations, the environment, and minority employment. 
Ironically, this involvement may be even greater than it 
is in some of the more socialistic European countries.

Most countries have a mixed economy. Some coun-
tries, such as the United States and Taiwan, are closer 
to the free market end of the continuum, whereas 
China and Cuba are closer to the command economy 
or highly planned end. Th e absolute extremes of a com-
plete command economy or complete capitalism do not 
exist, whether in Cuba or the United States. Command 
economy countries let consumers choose some of the 
goods they buy and allow private agricultural markets to 
some extent. In the United States, in addition to regulat-
ing economic activity by setting minimum wage levels, 
requiring safety standards for the workplace, and enact-
ing antitrust laws and farm price supports, the federal 
government has also assumed partial or total control of 
privately owned businesses when their collapse would 
signifi cantly aff ect the people as we have seen in the last 
few years.

The Marxist Response to Capitalism

Smith believed that ordinary people would thrive under 
capitalism; not only would their needs for goods and ser-
vices be met, but they also would benefi t by being part of 
the marketplace. In contrast, Karl Marx was convinced 
that capitalism produces a small group of well-to-do 
individuals while the masses suff er under the tyranny of 
those who exploit them for profi t.

Marx argued that capitalism causes people to be 
alienated from their labor and from themselves. Under 
capitalism, he said, the worker is not paid for part of 
the value of the goods produced. Instead, he said, this 
“surplus value” is taken by the capitalist as profi t at the 
expense of the worker.

Workers also are alienated from their jobs. Th e 
worker feels no relationship or pride in the product and 
merely works to obtain a paycheck and survive—a far 
cry from work being the joyous fulfi llment of self that 
Marx believed it should be.

Marx believed that nineteenth-century capitalism 
contained the seeds of its own destruction. Th e main 
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account of changing circumstances. Th ey also note that 
if the state subsidizes essential goods and services and 
consumers do not pay full cost, nothing will prevent 
consumers from using more than they are entitled to 
and taking advantage of the system.

Corruption of Power Lenin argued that to consolidate 
power, socialists must use strong repressive measures 
against the old capitalist governments—in fact, build a 
dictatorship. As Lenin (1949) noted:

Th e proletariat needs state power, a centralized 
organization of force, and organization of violence, both 
to crush the resistance of the exploiters and to lead the 
enormous mass of the population . . . in the work of 
organizing a socialist economy.

In China, North Korea, Cuba, and, more recently, in 
African and Southeast Asian countries, socialist revo-
lutions have resulted in dictatorships. Members of the 
previous ruling classes have been executed, jailed, “reed-
ucated,” or exiled, and their properties have been seized 
and redistributed. In none of these societies has the 
dictatorship proved to be temporary, nor has the state 
gradually withered away, as Marx and Friedrich Engels 
predicted it would after socialism was fi rmly estab-
lished. Many Marxists contend that this will happen in 
the future, especially once capitalism has been defeated 
worldwide and socialist states no longer need to protect 
themselves against counterrevolutionary subversion 
and even direct military threats by capitalist nations. 
However, it is fair to observe that even the ancient 
Greeks knew that power corrupts and that those who 
have power are unlikely ever to give it up voluntarily.

Democratic Socialism

Democratic socialism is a convergence of capitalist 

and socialist economic theory in which the state assumes 

ownership of strategic industries and services but allows 

other enterprises to remain in private hands. In Western 
Europe, democratic socialism has evolved as a political 
and economic system that attempts to preserve individ-
ual freedom in the context of social equality and a cen-
trally planned economy.

With the parliamentary system of government pres-
ent in many European countries, social democratic 
political parties have been able to win representation in 
the government. Th ey have been able to enact their eco-
nomic programs by being elected to offi  ce as opposed 
to producing a workers’ uprising against capitalism. Th e 
social democrats have also attempted to appeal to mid-
dle-class workers and highly trained technicians as well 
as to industrial workers.

Under democratic socialism, the state assumes own-
ership of only strategic industries and services, such as 
airlines, railways, banks, television and radio stations, 
medical services, colleges, and important manufacturing 

an ideal socialist system, there would be public owner-
ship of production and property, government control 
of the economy without a profi t motive, and central 
planning.

Public Ownership of Production and Property Th e gov-
ernment owns the factories and apartment buildings. 
Housing and goods are then made available to everyone 
at a reasonable price.

Government Control of the Economy without a Profi t 
Motive Production and distribution are oriented toward 
output rather than profi t. Th is orientation ensures that 
key industries run smoothly and that the public good is 
met. Individuals are heavily taxed to support a range of 
social-welfare programs that benefi t every member of 
the society. Many socialist countries are described as 
having a cradle-to-grave welfare system.

Central Planning Instead of relying on the market-
place to determine prices, under socialism, prices for 
major goods and services are set by government agen-
cies. Socialists believe that major economic, social, and 
political decisions should be made by elected represen-
tatives who control the economic system so that wealth 
and income are distributed as equally as possible. Th e 
belief is that everyone should have such essentials as 
food, housing, medical care, and education before some 
people can have luxury items such as cars and jewelry.

The Capitalist View of Socialism

Capitalists view the centrally planned economies of 
socialist societies as ineffi  cient and concentrating 
power in the hands of one group whose authority is 
based on party position. Among the problems they note 
are lack of incentive to increase production, waste of 
resources, overregulation and infl exibility, and corrup-
tion of power.

No Incentive to Increase Production Capitalists claim 
the main stimulus to investment is competition, the 
threat that if you do not improve your product or your 
production process, your rivals will, and they will take 
your market share. Under capitalism, it is necessary to 
cut costs and raise output to compete. Capitalists claim 
that if the producers of goods and services are immune 
from competition, they have few incentives to produce 
high-quality products.

Waste of Resources Socialist economies need to divert 
resources into planning rather than actually producing. 
In the former Soviet Union, Gosplan, the state planning 
organization, needed to calculate 12 million prices a 
year and plan the output of 24 million products.

Overregulation and Infl exibility Capitalists argue that 
socialist economies cannot be easily adjusted to take 
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the government, or they can rise up against the politi-
cal power structure with rebellion and revolution. Here 
we shall consider briefl y three forms of political change: 
institutionalized change, rebellion, and revolution.

Institutionalized Political Change

In democracies, the way to change leaders is through 
elections. Usually, candidates representing diff erent par-
ties and interest groups must compete for a particular 
offi  ce at formally designated periods. Th ere may also be 
laws that prevent a person from holding the same offi  ce 
for more than a given number of terms. If a plurality or 
a majority of the electorate is dissatisfi ed with a given 
offi  ceholder, they can vote the incumbent out of offi  ce. 
Th us, the laws and traditions of a democracy ensure the 
orderly changeover of politicians and, usually, of parties 
in offi  ce.

In dictatorships and totalitarian societies, if a leader 
unexpectedly dies, is debilitated, or is deposed, a crisis 
of authority can occur. In dictatorships, illegal, violent 
means must often be used by an opposition to overthrow 
a leader or the government because no democratic 
means exist whereby a person or group can be legally 
voted out of power. Th us, we should not be surprised 
that revolutions and assassinations are most likely to 
occur in developing nations that have dictatorships. 
Established totalitarian societies, such as in China or the 
former Soviet Union, are more likely than dictatorships 
to have prescribed means by which a ruling committee 
decides who should fi ll a vacated position of leadership.

Rebellions

Rebellions are attempts—typically through armed 

force—to achieve rapid political change that is not pos-

sible within existing institutions. Rebellions typically 
do not call into question the legitimacy of power but, 
rather, its uses. For example, consider Shays’s Rebellion. 
Shortly after the American colonies won their inde-
pendence from Britain, they were hit by an economic 
depression followed by raging infl ation. Soon, in sev-
eral states, paper money lost almost all its value. As 
the states began to pay off  their war debts (which had 
been bought up by speculators), they were forced to 
increase the taxation of farmers, many of whom could 
not aff ord to pay those new taxes and consequently lost 
their land. Farmers began to band together to prevent 
courts from hearing debt cases, and state militias were 
called out to protect court hearings. Desperate farmers 
in the Connecticut River Valley armed themselves under 
Daniel Shays, an ex-offi  cer of the Continental Army 
(Blum et al., 1981). Th is armed band was defeated by the 
Massachusetts militia, but its members eventually were 
pardoned and the debt laws were loosened somewhat 
(Parkes, 1968). Shays’s Rebellion did not intend to over-
throw the courts or the legislature; rather, it was aimed 

enterprises. Certain enterprises can remain in private 
hands as long as government policies can ensure that 
they are responsive to the nation’s common welfare. 
High tax rates prevent excessive profi ts and the con-
centration of wealth. In return, the population receives 
extensive welfare benefi ts such as free medical care, free 
college education, or subsidized housing.

Democratic socialism fl ourishes to varying degrees 
in the Scandinavian countries, in Great Britain, and in 
Israel. Th ese countries all have a strong private (that is, 
capitalist) sector in their economies, but they also have 
extensive government programs to ensure the people’s 
well-being. Th ose programs pertain to such things as 
national health service, government ownership of key 
industries, and the systematic tying of workers’ pay to 
increases in the rate of infl ation. Many observers believe 
that the American political economy has been moving 
in this direction. Th e social democratic movement is an 
example of the convergence of the capitalist and social-
ist economic theories, a trend that has been evident for 
some time. Capitalist systems have seen an ever-greater 
introduction of state planning and government pro-
grams, and socialist systems have seen the introduction 
of market forces and the profi t motive. Th e growing eco-
nomic interdependence of the world’s nations will help 
continue this trend toward convergence.

POLITICAL CHANGE ●

Political change can occur when there is a shift in the 
distribution of power among groups in a society. Political 
change can occur in a variety of ways, depending on the 
type of political structure the state has and the desire 
for change among the people. People can attempt to 
produce change through established channels within 

People might attempt to produce change through established 
channels within the government, or they might rise up against 
the political structure.
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revolutions (Skocpol, 1979). Th e American War of 
Independence is a good example of a political revolution. 
Th e colonists were not seeking to change the structure 
of society or even necessarily to overthrow the ruling 
order. Th eir goal was to put a stop to the abuse of power 
by the British. After the war, they created a new form of 
government, but they did not attempt to change the fact 
that landowners and wealthy merchants held the reins 
of political power—just as they had before the shooting 
started. In the American Revolution, then, a lower class 
did not rise up against a ruling class. Rather, it was the 
American ruling class going to war to shake loose from 
inconvenient interference by the British ruling class. Th e 
initial result, therefore, was political change, not social 
change.

Social Revolutions In contrast, social revolutions

are rapid and basic transformations of a society’s state 

and class structures. Th ey are accompanied and in part 

at producing changes in their operation. Hence, it was 
a typical rebellion. (For a discussion of a current form 
of confl ict designed to bring about change, see “Global 
Sociology: Does Suicide Terrorism Make Sense?”)

Revolutions

Revolution is a powerful word. It evokes vivid images 
and strong emotions. It contains a mix of hope, excite-
ment, and terror. Small wonder that many great works 
of art, literature, and fi lm have been inspired by revolu-
tion. In contrast to rebellions, revolutions are attempts 

at rapidly and dramatically changing a society’s previ-

ously existing structure. Sociologists further distinguish 
between political and social revolutions.

Political Revolutions Relatively rapid transformations 
of state government structures without changes in 
social structure or stratifi cation are known as political 

Why would someone become a suicide terrorist? How 
can we explain that someone would want to engage 
in an act that would surely kill him- or herself as well 
dozens or hundreds of innocent people? How can we 
possibly deter such fanaticism?

Robert Pape examined 188 suicide-terrorist attacks 
that took place between 1980 and 2001 throughout 
the world in places such as Lebanon, Israel, Sri Lanka, 
Chechnya, India, and Turkey. Pape found that far from 
being the irrational acts of desperate people, suicide 
terrorism was guided by identifi able strategic goals. 
He found that 95% of the incidents he studied were 
part of an organized political campaign. Th ey were not 
unplanned acts of wanton cruelty. We may not under-
stand the logic of the individual suicide bomber, but 
those that recruit and train them have a clear plan.

Th e terrorist organizations behind the attacks are 
trying to achieve specifi c political goals that include 
coercing the targeted government to change its pol-
icy, mobilizing additional recruits, and accumulating 
fi nancial support. Th e attacks are meant to demon-
strate that more and greater attacks are still to come. 
Th ey are instruments of coercion, just as air power and 
dropping bombs is during a war.

Pape believes there are several principles to keep in 
mind when trying to understand suicide terrorists:

1. Suicide terrorism is strategic. Th e vast majority 
of the attacks are not isolated or random acts by 

individual fanatics. Th ey are part of an organized 
campaign to achieve specifi c goals.

2. Suicide terrorism is designed to coerce 
democracies to make signifi cant concessions. 
Pape found that every act of suicide terrorism 
since 1980 has been against a democratic form 
of government. In general, the goal has been to 
achieve specifi c territorial goals.

3. Suicide terrorism has increased because the 
organizers have found it works.

4. Th e leaders of terrorist organizations have been 
able to credit suicide attacks with signifi cant 
progress toward their goals.

5. Th e gains are moderate and do not lead to complete 
victory. Th e power of suicide attacks is the threat of 
more attacks. Th e attacks do not compel nations to 
abandon compelling national interests.

6. Th e best way to reduce suicide terrorism is to 
increase security eff orts.

7. Pape believes attacks will decrease if the attackers 
lose confi dence in their ability to carry them out.

Th e main goal of suicide terrorism is to infl ict enough 
pain that the interest in resisting the terrorist demands 
will weaken and the government will concede to the 
demands.

Source: Robert A. Pape, “Th e Strategic Logic of Suicide Ter-
rorism,” American Political Science Review 97, no. 3 (August 
2003): 1–19.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY
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Association, or the Conservative Caucus) represent the 
views of a majority of an electorate, whether local, state, 
or national. Hence, interest groups must fi nd allies hop-
ing thereby to become part of a majority that can suc-
ceed in electing one or more candidates. Each interest 
group then hopes that the candidate(s) it has helped 
elect will represent its point of view. Interest groups must 
fi nd a common ground with their allies in the party they 
have chosen to support. In doing so, they often have to 
compromise some strongly held principles. Hence, party 
platforms often tend to be composed of mild and non-
controversial issues, and party principles tend to adhere 
as closely as possible to the center of the American polit-
ical spectrum.

Some have argued that the two-party system fi lters 
out extreme political views. A multiparty system allows 
extreme and sometimes destabilizing elements into the 
political system. Th e Nazi party gained credibility after 
entering a German coalition government when none of 
the major parties could gain a clear electoral victory.

When either party attempts to move away from the 
center to accommodate a very strong interest group with 
left- or right-wing views, the result generally is disaster at 
the polls. Th is happened to the Republican Party in 1964, 
when the politically conservative Barry Goldwater forces 
gained control of its organizational structure and led it 
to a landslide defeat. In that year’s presidential election, 
the Democrats captured 61.1% of the national vote. Eight 
years later, the Democratic Party made the same mistake. 
It nominated George McGovern, a distinctly liberal candi-
date who, among other things, advocated a federally subsi-
dized minimum income. Th e predictable landslide brought 
the Republicans and Richard Nixon 60.7% of the vote.

Th e candidates themselves have other problems. To 
gain support within their parties, they must somehow dis-
tinguish themselves from the other candidates. In other 
words, they must stake out identifi able positions. Yet to 
win state and national elections, they must appeal to a 
broad political spectrum. To do this, they must soften the 
positions that fi rst won them party support. Candidates 
thus often fi nd themselves justly accused of double-talk-
ing and vagueness as they try to fi nesse their way through 
this built-in dilemma. Th is is most true of presidential can-
didates. It is no accident that once they have their party’s 
nomination, some candidates might express themselves 
diff erently and far more cautiously than they did before. 
(For a discussion of how candidates distort each other’s 
positions, see “Sociology in Strange Places: I Know It’s Not 
True, But I’m Not Voting for Him Anyway.”)

Voting Behavior

In totalitarian societies, strong pressure is put on people 
to vote. Usually there is no contest between the candi-
dates because there is no alternative to voting for the 
party slate. Dissent is not tolerated, and nearly everyone 
votes. In the United States, there is a constant progression 

carried through by class-based revolts (Skocpol, 1979). 
Hence, they involve two simultaneous and interrelated 
processes: (1) the transformation of a society’s system 
of social stratifi cation, brought about by upheaval in the 
lower class(es), and (2) changes in the form of the state. 
Both processes must reinforce each other for a revolu-
tion to succeed. Th e French Revolution of the 1790s was 
a true social revolution. So were the Mexican Revolution 
of 1910, the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Chinese 
Revolution of 1949, and the Cuban Revolution of 1959, 
to name some of the most prominent social revolutions 
of the twentieth century. In all these revolutions, class 
struggle provided both the context and the driving force. 
Th e old ruling classes were stripped of political power 
and economic resources, wealth and property were 
redistributed, and state institutions were thoroughly 
reconstructed (Wolf, 1969).

Although the American Revolution did not arise from 
class struggle and did not result immediately in changes 
in the social structure, it did mark the beginning of a 
form of government that eventually modifi ed the social 
stratifi cation of eighteenth-century America.

THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SYSTEM ●

Th e political system of the United States is unique in a 
number of ways, growing out of a strong commitment 
to a democratic political process and the infl uence of a 
capitalist economy. It has many distinctive features that 
are of particular interest to sociologists. In this section, 
we examine the role of the electorate and how infl uence 
is exerted on the political process.

The Two-Party System

Few democracies have only two main political parties. 
Besides the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and 
Austria are further examples. Other democracies all have 
more than two major parties, thus providing propor-
tional representation for a wide spectrum of divergent 
political views and interests. In most European democ-
racies, if a political party receives 12% of the vote in an 
election, it is allocated 12% of the seats in the national 
legislature. Such a system ensures that minority parties 
are represented.

Th e American two-party political system, however, 
operates on a winner-take-all basis. Th erefore, groups 
with diff ering political interests must face a lack of repre-
sentation if their candidates lose. Conversely, candidates 
must attempt to gain the support of a broad spectrum of 
political interest groups because a candidate represent-
ing a narrow range of voters cannot win. Th is system 
forces accommodations between interest groups on the 
one hand and candidates and parties on the other.

Few, if any, individual interest groups (such as the 
National Organization for Women, the National Rifl e 
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Th e Democratic Party has tended to be the means 
through which the less privileged and the unprivi-
leged have voted for politicians who they hoped would 
advance their interests. Since 1932, the Democratic 
Party has tended to receive most of its votes from the 
lower class, the working class, blacks, those of southern 
and eastern European descent, Hispanics, Catholics, 
and Jews. Th us, almost all the legislation that has been 
passed to aid these groups has been promoted by the 
Democrats and opposed by the Republicans. Democrats 
have sponsored legislation supporting unions, Social 
Security, unemployment compensation, disability insur-
ance, antipoverty legislation, Medicare and Medicaid, 
civil rights, and consumer protection.

Th e Republican Party has tended to receive most of its 
votes from the upper-middle and lower-middle classes, 
Protestants, and farmers. Americans younger than 
30 tend to vote the Democratic ticket; those older than 

of contests for political offi  ce and, in comparison with 
those of many other countries, the voter turnout is quite 
low. Since the 1920s, the turnout for presidential elec-
tions has ranged from about 50% to nearly 70% of regis-
tered voters. In 2008, 66% of those eligible cast a vote for 
president, the most since 1908 (Marks, 2008).

Voting rates vary with the characteristics of the 
people. For example, those 45 and older and with a col-
lege education and a white-collar job have high rates 
of voter participation. Hispanics, the young, and the 
unemployed have some of the lowest voter participation 
rates. (See Table 15-1 for voter participation by selected 
characteristics.) Th e age group with the highest propor-
tion of voters is 55- to 74-year-olds, with more than 7 in 
10 casting ballots. Th e lowest voting rates belong to 18- 
to 24-year-olds, who in 2008, even though they voted at 
higher rates than usual, still had fewer than half of their 
numbers vote.

Any police offi  cer will tell you that eyewitness accounts 
of events can diff er dramatically. Not only can our 
memories of events be shaped by our interaction with 
other people, but it also turns out that they can be 
shaped by certain biases we might hold. Every day we 
encounter news reports. Most are accurate, but some 
turn out to be inaccurate. Which ones are we likely to 
believe? Which ones are we likely to remember?

For example, during the presidential election 
campaign of 2008, among the false rumors distrib-
uted, was that Barack Obama (1) will not recite the 
Pledge of Allegiance nor will he show any reverence 
for the fl ag, (2) is a Muslim, and (3), his middle name 
is Mohammed.

John McCain was not spared either. False informa-
tion was spread that McCain would (1) require work-
ers to pay federal income tax on the value of their 
employer-provided health insurance, (2) support tax 
breaks for companies that ship jobs overseas, and 
(3) oppose stem cell research.

Many people continued to believe the rumors even 
when such information was shown to be false. Th ey 
were so locked into a particular view that they rejected 
any contradictory information, no matter how well 
supported.

A couple of things seem to be happening here. 
People tend to remember things that logically go 
together even if they did not actually happen. Imagine 
that subjects are given a list of words that include, 
for example, thermos, sandwich, and beverage. Th ey 
might later “remember” that words such napkin or 

apple were also on the list because they all relate to 
the topic, “lunch.”

It also turns out that people have mental maps 
of social life and the world in general. Once we have 
decided to either believe or not believe something, 
any later change or retraction will merely be fi ltered 
through our position on social life or politics.

Th is willingness to believe false information that 
fi ts our views can be particularly troubling in politi-
cal campaigns. One side can make a false claim about 
the other side’s candidate, allow it to echo through a 
news cycle, and then contritely retract it, knowing full 
well that receptive audiences are likely still to believe 
the initial lie.

We have to acknowledge that we have precon-
ceived notions of people or events. We tend to 
believe what fi ts in with the social worlds that we 
are part of and reject that which does not fi t our 
expectations. Accepting this would be the fi rst step 
toward becoming more objective about the world 
around us.

Sources: Stephan Lewandowsky, Werner G. K. Stritzke, 
Klaus Oberauer, and Michael Morales, “Memory for 
Fact, Fiction, and Misinformation: Th e Iraq War 2003,” 
Psychological Science 16, no. 3 (March 2005, pp. 190–195). 
Sharon Begley, “People Believe a ‘Fact’ Th at Fits Th eir Views 
Even If It’s Clearly False,” Wall Street Journal (February 4, 
2005, p. B1); Lori Robertson, “Th at Chain E-mail Your Friend 
Sent to You Is (Likely) Bogus. Seriously,” March 18, 2008, 
http://www.factcheck.org/specialreports/that_chain_
e-mail_your_friend_sent_to.html, accessed July 1, 2009.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

I Know It’s Not True, But I’m Not Voting for Him Anyway

http://www.factcheck.org/specialreports/that_chain_e-mail_your_friend_sent_to.html
http://www.factcheck.org/specialreports/that_chain_e-mail_your_friend_sent_to.html
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Both parties tend to be most responsive to the needs of 
the best-organized groups with the largest sources of funds 
or blocks of votes. Th us, we would expect the Republicans 
to represent best the interests of large corporations and 
well-funded professional groups (such as the American 
Medical Association). Th e Democrats would logically be 
more closely aligned with the demands of unions.

Factors other than the social characteristics of voters 
and the traditional platforms of parties can aff ect the way 
people vote (Cummings and Wise, 1981). Indeed, the phys-
ical attributes, social characteristics, and personality of a 
candidate can prompt some people to vote against the can-
didate of the party they usually support. More important, 
the issues of the period can cause voters to vote against the 
party with which they usually identify. When people are 
frustrated by factors such as war, recession, infl ation, and 
other international or national events, they often blame 
the incumbent president and the party he represents.

Since the 1960s, there have been eff orts to increase 
the number of minority members who register to vote 
and to improve their voting rate. Th e success of Barak 
Obama has helped with this eff ort; minority groups are 
more likely to vote if they feel that the elections are rel-
evant to their lives. As minority group members increase 
their voting rates, they also become successful in elect-
ing members of their groups.

Women also have been successful in increasing their 
representation in state legislatures. Figure 15-1 shows 
that the number of women holding such offi  ces nearly 
tripled between 1975 and 2008.

Despite these advances, the members of Congress are 
still overwhelmingly white men older than 40. In 2008, 
the Senate had only 17 women members and no African 
Americans; the other 83 members were men, includ-
ing 3 Asian Americans and 2 Hispanics. In the House of 
Representatives, there were 78 women and 41 African 
Americans. (See Table 15-2 for a description of selected 
characteristics of members of Congress.)

49 tend to vote for the Republican Party, even though 
the Democratic Party has been responsible for almost 
all the legislation to benefi t older citizens. Th ese voting 
patterns are, of course, generalizations and can change 
during any specifi c election.

TABLE 15-1 Who Voted?

Characteristic Percentage Voting 2008

Sex

Male 61.5

Female 65.7

Race

White 66.1

Black 64.7

Asian 47.6

Hispanic 49.9

Age

18–24 48.5

25–44 60.0

45–64 69.2

65–74 72.2

Over 75 72.2

Education Attained

Less than 9th grade 38.1

10th to 12th No diploma 39.9

High school graduate 54.9

Some college 65.4

College graduate 77.0

Graduate degree 82.7

Marital Status

Married 70.2

Never married 53.5

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, November 2008, 
Internet release date July 2009.
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FIGURE 15-1 Women Holding Offi ce within State Legislatures, 
1975–2009
Source: Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2004–2005 (p. 254), U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
2005, Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi ce; Center for American Women and Politics, 
Rutgers University.
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have been setbacks also, demonstrated by high African-
American unemployment, sharply increased divorce 
and separation rates, and a rise in family households 
maintained by black women.

A cursory look at income statistics makes blacks 
appear better off  than they are. African-American mar-
ried couples have closed the gap with white incomes, 
but the proportionate share of married couples in the 
total black population is smaller than a decade ago 
(McKinnon, 2000).

Th ere has been a fragmentation of the African-
American family. Forty-seven percent of all African-
American families are married couples, 45% are 
maintained by women without a husband present, and 
8% are maintained by men without a wife present. When 
we look at married-couple African-American families, 
we fi nd that only about 7% are below the poverty level 
(McKinnon, 2000).

African-Americans also have fallen further behind 
whites in the accumulation of wealth. Part of this is 
because they are less likely to own property and there-
fore are less able to take advantage of rising real estate 
values. Regardless of income level, African Americans 
tend to have less wealth than whites. Even blacks who 
already own a home or eventually manage to purchase 
one must contend with the fact that most homes owned 
by blacks are in central cities, areas in which homes are 
less likely to appreciate than in the suburbs.

In the political arena, African Americans are not just 
another interest group. Th ey experience deep-seated 
economic diff erences that make them skeptical of politi-
cal promises. Th ose diff erences have made them cau-
tious about supporting white Democrats, no matter how 
liberal the candidates’ voting records are.

Hispanics as a Political Force

Th ere were 30 million Hispanics of voting age in 
November 2008. However, only 49.9% voted, compared 
with 66.1% of whites and 64.7% of African Americans 
(Bureau of the Census, 2009).

Hispanic voters are crucial in many presidential elec-
tions. Th e main reason is the geographical distribution 
of the voters. Nearly half of all Hispanic voters are regis-
tered in six major states—New York, New Jersey, Florida, 
Illinois, Texas, and California—which together can give 
a presidential candidate most of the electoral votes 
needed to win the election.

Hispanic voters have traditionally been overwhelm-
ingly Democratic. Hispanics tend to support Democratic 
candidates because of the support those candidates 
give to social programs that help the poor. Th e fact that 
Hispanics, like African Americans, have a harder time 
climbing the socioeconomic ladder keeps them in the 
Democratic camp.

With the Hispanic population expected to grow 
rapidly over the next few decades, Democrats and 

African Americans as a Political Force

In addition to Barak Obama being elected president, 
African Americans have been elected to statewide federal or 
administrative offi  ce in 19 states. Illinois and Connecticut 
top the list of states with such black offi  ceholders, each 
having elected African Americans to such posts fi ve times. 
Illinois’ record is most impressive with two U.S. senators, 
an attorney general, a secretary of state, and a comptroller 
while, in Connecticut, African Americans have served as 
state treasurer only. Georgia has elected African Americans 
to four statewide federal or administrative positions, and 
Colorado and Ohio have done so three times (Joint Center 
for Political and Economic Studies, 2009).

African Americans have increased their presence 
at the polls. In 1994, only 37% showed up at the polls 
to vote. By 2008, that number had increased to 64.7% 
(Bureau of the Census, 2009). Part of the explanation for 
this increase might be that African Americans always 
seem to receive attention before major political cam-
paigns because each candidate attempts to convince 
them that he or she takes their interests to heart. Yet 
African Americans have often been skeptical of those 
pre-election promises, sensing that once the election is 
won, their concerns will again be given low priority.

Although progress has occurred in a variety of areas 
in recent years, the economic gap between whites and 
African Americans remains large. Th e picture is some-
what more promising for education, but when one con-
siders such areas as infant health, adult mortality rates, 
and income, there is still a great deal of room for prog-
ress. Statistics show an improvement in income levels of 
African-American married-couple families, educational 
attainment and school enrollment, and home owner-
ship among blacks during the previous decade. Th ere 

TABLE 15-2 Selected Characteristics of Members of 
the 111th Congress

Senators Representatives

Sex

Male 83 357

Female 17 78

Race

White 95 356

Black 0 41

Asian-Pacifi c Islander 2 9

Hispanic 3 28

Native American 0 1

Age

Average Age 63.1 57.0

Youngest 45 27

Oldest 91 85

Source: Mildred Amer and Jennifer E. Manning, “Membership of the 111th 
Congress: A Profi le,” Congressional Research Service, December 31, 2008.
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can then be used for further campaigning, helping con-
vince the press and the public that the candidate is cred-
ible and newsworthy.

Second, the media decide which of many possible 
interpretations to give to campaign events. Because an 
election is a complex and ambiguous phenomenon, dif-
ferent conclusions can be drawn about its meaning. Here 
the journalists help the public form specifi c impressions 
of the candidates.

For example, presidential candidates are always con-
cerned with how the results of presidential primaries are 
interpreted. Candidates want to be seen as winners who 
are gaining momentum. At the same time, a candidate 
seen as the front-runner too early is open to being shot 
down later.

Th ird, the media exercise discretion in how favorably 
candidates are presented in the news. Although norms 
of objectivity and balance prevent most campaign cov-
erage from including biased assertions, a more subtle 
and pervasive slant or theme to campaign coverage is 
possible and can be signifi cant.

Finally, newspaper editors and publishers may offi  -
cially endorse a candidate. Th is support can be particu-
larly important to the candidate if the newspaper is one 
of the major national publications.

Politicians need the mass media to get the coverage 
they need to win. At the same time, they can very easily 
fall victim to the intense scrutiny that is likely to result.

Special-Interest Groups

With the government spending so much money and 
regulating so many industries, special-interest groups 
constantly attempt to persuade the government to sup-
port them fi nancially or through favorable regulatory 
practices. Lobbying refers to attempts by special-interest 

groups to infl uence government policy. Farmers lobby for 
agricultural subsidies, labor unions for higher minimum 
wages and laws favorable to union organizing and strike 

Republicans will be paying more attention to the needs 
of this group. It is also likely the Hispanics will be elect-
ing greater numbers of Hispanic candidates to political 
offi  ce.

Figure 15-2 shows the consistent rise in the number 
of African-American and Hispanic elected offi  cials.

The Role of the Media

Th e media have contributed to a radical transformation 
of election campaigns in the United States. Th is trans-
formation involves changes in how political candidates 
communicate with the voters and in the information 
journalists provide about election campaigns.

On one side, we have candidates who are trying to 
present self-serving and strategically designed images of 
themselves and their campaigns. On the other side are 
television and print journalists who believe that they 
should be detached, objective observers, motivated pri-
marily by a desire to inform the U.S. public accurately.

Although the norm is often violated, there is no 
doubt that the journalistic perspective is markedly dif-
ferent from that of the candidate. Campaign coverage 
is far more apt to be critical and unfavorable toward a 
candidate than favorable. Journalists strive to reveal a 
candidate’s fl aws and weaknesses and to uncover tasty 
tidbits of hushed-up information.

Journalists exercise considerable political power 
in four important ways. First, the most obvious way 
involves deciding how much coverage to give a campaign 
and the candidate involved. A candidate who is ignored 
by the media has a diffi  cult time becoming known to the 
public and acquiring important political resources such 
as money and volunteers. Such candidates have little 
chance of winning.

In the beginning stages of presidential nomination 
campaigns, for example, a candidate’s goal is typically 
to do something that will generate news coverage and 
stimulate campaign contributions. Th ese contributions 
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1999. Th e lobbyists spend more than $1 billion every year 
trying to get legislation passed (Congressional Budget 
Offi  ce, 2007).

Lobbyists usually are personable and extremely 
knowledgeable about every aspect of their interest 
group’s concerns. Th ey cultivate personal friendships 
with offi  cials and representatives in all branches of the 
government, and they frequently have conversations 
with these government people, often in a social atmo-
sphere such as over drinks or dinner.

Th e pressure brought by lobbyists usually has self-in-
terest aims—that is, to win special privileges or fi nancial 
benefi ts for the groups they represent. On some occa-
sions, the goal can be somewhat more objective, as when 
the lobbyist is trying to further an ideological goal or to 
put forth a group’s particular interpretation of what is in 
the national interest.

Certain liabilities are associated with lobbyists. Th e 
key problem is that they might lead Congress to make 
decisions that benefi t the pressure group but might 
not serve the interests of the public. A group’s infl uence 
might be based less on the arguments for their position 
than on the size of the membership, the amount of their 
fi nancial resources, or the number of lobbyists and their 
astuteness.

Lobbyists might focus their attention not only on key 
members of a committee but also on the committee’s 
professional staff . Such staff s can be extremely infl u-
ential, particularly when the legislation involves highly 
technical matters about which the member of Congress 
might not be knowledgeable. Lobbyists also exert their 
infl uence through testimony at congressional hear-
ings. Th ose hearings can give the lobbyist a propaganda 
forum as well as access to key lawmakers who could not 
have been contacted in any other way. Th e lobbyists can 
rehearse their statements before the hearing, ensure a 
large turnout from their constituency for the hearing, 
and can even give leading questions to friendly commit-
tee members so that certain points can be aired at the 
hearing.

Lobbyists do perform some important and indispens-
able functions such as helping inform Congress and the 
public about problems and issues that normally may not 
get much attention, thereby stimulating public debate 
and making known to Congress who would benefi t and 
who would be hurt by specifi c legislation. Many lobby-
ists believe that their most important and useful role, 
both to the groups they represent and to the govern-
ment, is the research and detailed information they sup-
ply. In fact, many members of the government fi nd the 
data and suggestions they receive from lobbyists to be 
valuable in studying issues, making decisions, and even 
in voting on legislation.

Political Action Committees Special-interest groups 
called political action committees (PACS) are orga-

nized to raise and spend money to elect and defeat 

actions, corporate and big business interests for favor-
able legislation and less government control of their 
practices and power, the National Rifl e Association to 
prevent the passage of legislation requiring the regis-
tration or licensing of fi rearms, consumer-protection 
groups for increased monitoring of corporate practices 
and product quality, the steel industry for legislation 
taxing or limiting imported steel, and so on.

Lobbyists Th e term lobbyist goes back to the presidency 
of Ulysses S. Grant. Grant’s wife would not allow him to 
smoke his cigars in the White House. Grant would often 
spend time relaxing and smoking his cigars in the lobby 
of the nearby Willard Hotel. Th ose seeking a political 
favor from Grant became known as lobbyists.

Of all the pressures on Congress, none has received 
more publicity than the role of the Washington-based 
lobbyists and the groups they represent. Th e popu-
lar image of a lobbyist is an individual with unlimited 
funds trying to use devious methods to obtain favor-
able legislation. Th e role of today’s lobbyist is far more 
complicated.

Th e federal government has tremendous power in 
many fi elds, and changes in federal policy can spell suc-
cess or failure for special-interest groups. With the expan-
sion of federal authority into new areas and the huge 
increase in federal spending, the corps of Washington 
lobbyists has grown markedly. Th e number of registered 
lobbyists swelled to 40,000 in 2006, twice the number in 

Special interest groups use a variety of means to produce 
support for their point of view.
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Th e state has a variety of functions. One is to • 
establish laws that formally specify what is 
expected and what is prohibited in the society. A 
second function is to enforce those laws and make 
sure that violations are punished. In modern soci-
eties, the state must also try to ensure that a stable 
system of distribution and allocation of resources 
exists. Th e state also sets goals and provides a 
direction for society, usually through the power to 
compel compliance. Finally, the state must protect 
a society from outside threats, especially those of a 
military nature.

Politics and economics are intricately linked, and • 
the political form a state takes is tied to the type of 
economy. Th e economy is the social institution that 
determines how a society produces, distributes, and 
consumes goods and services.

Democracy refers to a political system operating • 
under the principles of constitutionalism, represen-
tative government, civilian rule, majority rule, and 
minority rights.

Functionalists view social stratifi cation—and the • 
state that maintains it—as necessary for the recruit-
ment of workers to perform the tasks required to 
sustain society. Marxists and other confl ict theorists 
argue that the state emerged as a means of coordi-
nating the use of force by means of which the ruling 
classes could protect their institutionalized suprem-
acy from the resentful and potentially rebellious 
lower classes.

Growing out of a strong commitment to a demo-• 
cratic political process and the infl uence of a capital-
ist economy, the political system in the United States 
is unique in that it has a winner-take-all, two-party 
system. In this system, political candidates are 
forced to gain the support of a broad spectrum of 
interest groups to be elected.

Special-interest groups must fi nd common ground • 
and join together in coalitions or face the prospect of 
not being represented at all if their candidate loses.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to 
help you complete that special project or do some 
research on your own.

candidates. Most PACs represent business, labor, or 
ideological interests. PACs have been around since 1944, 
when the fi rst one was formed to raise money for the 
reelection of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. PACs con-
tribute millions of dollars to congressional and senato-
rial political campaigns.

Several criticisms have been leveled at these special-
interest groups. Among the most prominent is that they 
represent neither the majority of the American people 
nor all social classes. Most PACs represent groups of 
affl  uent and well-educated individuals or large orga-
nizations. PACs have grown from 608 in 1974 to 4,200 
in 2006. Many represent corporate interests and pro-
fessional groups, but labor unions also use PACS (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2008).

PACS are able to leverage the power of their group by 
combining the contributions from many members which 
increases their infl uence tremendously. Only about 10% 
of the population is in a position to exert this kind of pres-
sure on the government. Disadvantaged groups—those 
that most need the ear of the government—have no access 
to this type of political action (Clawson et al., 1998).

PACs also tend to favor incumbents. Two-thirds of 
all PAC contributions in recent elections have gone to 
incumbents. Challengers therefore end up being much 
more dependent on small donations from individuals 
or from the Democratic and Republican national com-
mittees. PACS ultimately might diminish the role of the 
individual voter.

SUMMARY ■

In most societies, what laws are passed or not • 
passed depends largely on which categories of 
people have power.

Politics is the process by which power is distributed • 
and decisions are made. As Weber defi ned it, power 
is the ability of a person or group to carry out its will, 
even in the face of resistance or opposition.

Power is exercised in a broad spectrum of ways. At • 
one pole is authority, power regarded as legitimate 
by those over whom it is exercised and who also 
accept the authority’s legitimacy in imposing sanc-
tions or even in using force if necessary. At the other 
extreme is coercion, power regarded as illegitimate 
by those over whom it is exerted.

Power based on authority is quite stable, and obedi-• 
ence to it is accepted as a social norm. Power based 
on coercion is unstable. It is based on fear; any 
opportunity to test it will be taken, and in the long 
run, it will fail.

In modern, complex societies, however, government • 
is necessary, and the state is the institutionalized 
way of organizing power within territorial limits.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Power h. Totalitarianism o. Democratic socialism
 b. Legal-rational authority i. Democracy p. Rebellion
 c. Traditional authority j. Constitutionalism q. Revolution
 d. Charismatic authority k. Laissez-faire capitalism r. Lobbying
 e. Coercion l. Mixed economy s. PAC
 f. State m. Socialism 
 g. Autocracy n. Capitalism 

     1. Government in which most power rests with a single ruler
     2. Government in which a single group controls all of the nation’s social institutions
     3. The use of power in a way that is regarded as illegitimate by those over whom it is exerted
     4. A group formed to raise money and spend it on elections
     5. A form of authority rooted in the assumption that the customs of the past legitimate the 

present
     6. An economic system based on private ownership of the means of production and resource 

allocation through the market
     7. The ability of people or groups to get their way, even in the face of resistance or opposition
     8. A form of authority derived from a ruler’s ability to inspire passion and devotion among 

followers
     9. The attempt to infl uence government policy makers, especially legislators
     10. The view that government should stay out of business affairs
     11. An economic system in which the government owns the sources of production and sets 

production and distribution goals
     12. A political system operating under the principles of constitutionalism, representative 

government, majority rule, civilian rule, and minority rights
     13. A convergence of capitalist and socialist economic theory in which the state assumes ownership 

of strategic industries and services but allows other enterprises to remain in private hands.
     14. The institutionalized organization of power within a geographic territory
     15. An attempt—typically through armed force—to achieve rapid political change not possible 

within existing institutions
     16. A form of authority derived from the understanding that specifi c individuals have clearly 

defi ned rights and duties to uphold and implement rules and procedures impersonally
     17. An attempt to change a society’s previously existing structure rapidly and dramatically
     18. The limiting of government power by a written system of laws
     19. Capitalism combined with government regulation and social welfare

Match the thinkers with their main idea or contributions.

 a. Adam Smith c. Karl Marx
 b. Thomas Jefferson d. Max Weber

     1. Developed the sociological defi nitions of power and authority
     2. Regarded as the father of modern capitalism; discussed many of the basic premises of this system
     3. A severe critic of capitalism who argued that it was based on alienation and exploitation
     4. Argued that a political system had to be taken out periodically, inspected, examined, and 

changed if necessary before passing it on to the next generation
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Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Which of these three groups—white, Black, or Hispanic—has the highest voter participation? 

a. Which of the three groups has the lowest voter participation? ___________________________________    

b. Explain why: _______________________________________________________________________________    

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. How are age and education connected with voter participation in the United States? 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Are rates of voter participation higher in totalitarian states or in democracies? Why? 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What are the fi ve functions of the state?

a.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

c.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

d.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

e.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

4. What are the four features of capitalism outlined by Adam Smith?

a.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

c.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

d.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What are the six specifi c elements totalitarian governments use to concentrate political power?

a.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

c.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

d.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

e.  __________________________________________________________________________________________

f.   __________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Develop an essay, based on the materials presented in your text, on how the extent to which Weber’s 
three types of authority are represented in U.S. politics and government. How are these types of 
authority represented on your campus?

2. Look at some of the institutions of your life (school, family, workplace, and so on). In what ways do 
these perform functions similar to those of the state? How well do different models of government 
(democracy, aristocracy, and so on) fi t with the way these institutions run?
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3. How free is free enterprise? Look at all the products and services you pay for and note how the 
governments and authorities interfere in the market. For example, does the can of soda you buy have 
nutritional information on it? Did the manufacturer put it there voluntarily? Is there a McDonald’s in the 
middle of your college campus? If not, is that because McDonald’s didn’t want to put one there, or did 
campus authorities restrict this type of enterprise? What might your world look like if there were no 
regulation of commerce? In what ways would true laissez-faire capitalism be an improvement?

Internet Activities ●

1. Visit http://www.crab.rutgers.edu/˜goertzel/polsoctheories.htm.

This site discusses theoretical frameworks in political sociology. Select any one of these frameworks and 
apply it to the outcome of the most recent national election in the United States. In your discussion, be 
sure to include consideration of specifi cally how that theory helps us understand that election’s 
outcome.

2. Visit http://www.politicalresources.net/.

This site contains resources on political parties across the globe. Explore the site and when you become 
familiar with how it is organized, visit three global locations and present a comparison of the activities 
of political parties within the countries you selected. In what ways are political party activities common 
across the three countries and in what ways is each nation’s political parties’ behavior unique to that 
country?

3. Visit http://www.fi vethirtyeight.com/.

FiveThirtyEight is a liberal blog, but it often has excellent data on U.S. political issues, often in easily 
understood graphs.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. g; 2. h; 3. e; 4. s; 5. c; 6. n; 7. a; 8. d; 9. r; 10. k; 11. m; 12. i; 13. o; 14. f;
15. p; 16. b; 17. q; 18. j; 19. l

Answers to Key Thinkers ●

1. d; 2. a; 3. c; 4. b

http://www.crab.rutgers.edu/�goertzel/polsoctheories.htm
http://www.politicalresources.net/
http://www.fivethirtyeight.com/
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POPULATION DYNAMICS ●

Let’s take a look at the countries experiencing popula-
tion growth fi rst. Africa is now the area of the world with 
the most rapid population expansion. Th e continent has 
a population of 1 billion and is growing at about 2.4% 
per year. At that rate, it takes 29 years for the population 
to double. In Uganda, for example, the average woman 
now has 6.7 children. When this fact is combined with 
the declining infant mortality rate, the country’s popu-
lation could balloon from 29.2 million in 2008 to 116.8 
million in 2053. Enormous growth has also been pro-
jected for Mali, Yemen, and the Palestinian Territory 
(Population Reference Bureau, 2008). (See Table 16-1 
for projected yearly population growth percentages for 
selected countries.)

As you can probably guess, most of the world’s growth 
in population in the next few decades will take place 
in developing countries. Th e population of the richer 
countries will increase by 200 million by the year 2050, 
whereas the developing areas will have added about 6 
billion (see Figure 16-2).

Symbolizing the shift in population from the devel-
oped to the less-developed world is Sao Paulo, Brazil. In 
1950, this city was smaller than Manchester, England, 
but by the year 2000, Sao Paulo’s population had reached 
about 24 million, making it one of the largest cities in the 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the 
following:

Describe the phenomenon of exponential growth. ◗

Defi ne the three major components of population  ◗

change.

Contrast the Malthusian and Marxist theories of  ◗

population.

Summarize the demographic transition model and  ◗

explain why there might be a second demographic 
transition.

Discuss the determinants of fertility and family size. ◗

Discuss the problems of overpopulation and possible  ◗

solutions.

Describe the history of urbanization. ◗

Contrast preindustrial and industrial cities. ◗

Describe the various theories of urban development. ◗

Understand the issues surrounding homelessness in  ◗

American cities.

Describe trends in urban growth in the United  ◗

States.

October 12, 1999, was a big day for the world 
and for Fatima Nevic. On that day, she gave birth in 
Sarajevo, Bosnia, to an eight-pound boy who was offi  -
cially declared the world’s six billionth inhabitant. Th e 
occasion was marked by a celebration that included 
United Nations secretary-general Kofi  Annan posing for 
photos with the yet to be named baby.

Was the baby really the six billionth inhabitant? Of 
course not, but the event was a way of marking the enor-
mous changes that had taken place in the world dur-
ing the century that was coming to an end. Population 
growth continued at the rate of 75 million a year after 
the Bosnian baby was born. Th at is the equivalent of 
the populations of Saudi Arabia, Australia, Honduras, 
and Chile combined. In 1900, there were 1.6 billion 
people in the world and, by 2012, we should have 7 bil-
lion people.

Looking at population issues, we begin to see two 
very diff erent trends in the world. In some parts of the 
world, we have rapid population growth, which will 
produce economic, social, environmental, and politi-
cal strains. Yet 40% of the people in the world live in 
countries where couples are having so few children 
that the population is likely to decline. Most of Europe 
is in this category, as is Japan. Are we experiencing a 
population explosion or a birth dearth? Th e answer is 
that both are true.

TABLE 16-1 Annual Percentage Increase and Years 
Needed to Double Current Population

Yearly 
Percentage 

Increase

Years Needed 
to Double the 

Population

World

More developed 0.2 405

Less developed 1.5 45

Least developed 2.4 29

Mali 3.3 21

Palestinian Territory 3.3 21

Yemen 3.2 22

Kenya 2.8 25

Saudi Arabia 2.7 26

Afghanistan 2.6 27

Sudan 2.1 33

Mexico 1.6 44

Israel 1.6 44

Argentina 1.1 62

Ireland 0.9 78

France 0.4 178

Japan 0.0 —

United Kingdom 0.3 —

Bulgaria −0.5 —

Ukraine −0.6 —

Source: Population Reference Bureau, 2008 World Population Data Sheet.
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Let us assume that you have a job that requires you 
to work eight hours a day, every day, for 30 days. At the 
end of that time, your job is over. Your boss off ers you 
a choice between two methods of payment. Th e fi rst 
choice is to be paid $100 a day for a total of $3,000. Th e 
second choice is somewhat diff erent. Th e employer 
will pay you 1 cent for the fi rst day, 2 cents for the sec-
ond day, 4 cents for the third, 8 cents on the fourth, 
and so on. Each day, you will receive double what you 
received the day before. Which form of payment would 
you choose? Th e second form of payment would yield 
a signifi cantly higher total payment—so high, in fact, 
that no employer could realistically pay the amount. 
Th rough this process of successive doubling, you would 
be paid $5.12 for your labor on the 10th day. Only on 
the 15th day would you receive more than the fl at $100 
a day you could have received from the fi rst day under 
the alternative payment plan; the amount that day 
would be $163.84. However, from that day on, the daily 
pay increase is quite dramatic. On the 20th day, you 
would receive $5,242.88, and on the 25h day, your daily 
pay would be $167,772.16. Finally, on the 30th day, you 
would be paid $5,368,709.12, bringing your total pay for 
the month to more than $10 million.

Th is example demonstrates how the continual dou-
bling in the world’s population can produce enormous 
problems. Th e annual growth rate in the world’s popula-
tion has declined from a peak of 2.04% in the late 1960s 
to 1.2% in 2008. Th is diff erence between global birth and 
death rates means that the world’s population now dou-
bles every 58 years instead of every 35 years just a few 
decades ago (see Figure 16-1).

Our discussion of the population shifts in vari-
ous countries falls into what is called demography. 
Demography is the study of the size and composition 

of human populations as well as the causes and conse-

quences of changes in these factors. Demography is infl u-
enced by three major factors: fertility, mortality, and 
migration. 

world. London, which was the second-largest city in the 
world in 1950, is no longer in the top 20 largest cities in 
the world.

In certain parts of the world, population prob-
lems become increasingly pressing because of what is 
referred to as exponential growth. Th e yearly increase in 
population is determined by a continuously expanding 
base. Each successive addition of 1 million people to the 
population requires less time than the previous addition 
required, even if the birthrate does not increase. Th e best 
way to demonstrate the eff ects of exponential growth is 
to use a simple example.

FIGURE 16-1 The Population Explosion
Sources: Data through 1970, The World Almanac, New York: Newspaper Enterprises, 
1980, p. 734; data for 1979–2009, U.S. Bureau of the Census, International Data Base, 
http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idb/worldpopinfo.php, accessed July 7, 2009.
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25 in the Philippines (International Programs Center of 
the U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005).

Many demographers think a better way to measure 
fertility is to use the total fertility rate, which is the aver-

age number of children that would be born to a woman 

over her lifetime. A total fertility rate of 2.1 is needed to 
keep the population unchanged. In the United States, 
the total fertility rate peaked at 3.8 in the late 1950s and 
is now at 2.1, indicating that the country would not be 
growing without immigration. In Africa, dozens of coun-
tries have total fertility rates between 5 and 7, producing 
large growth rates. In Western Europe, the rate is 1.5, and 
many countries have declining populations (Population 
Reference Bureau, 2009).

As you will see later in this chapter, the fertility rate 
is linked to industrialization. Fertility declines with mod-
ernization, but not immediately. Th is lag is a source of tre-
mendous population pressure in developing nations that 
have benefi ted from the introduction of modern medical 
technology, which immediately lowers mortality rates.

Mortality

People die eventually, but in some countries, they die 
much earlier than in others. Mortality is the frequency of 

deaths in a population. Th e most commonly used mea-
sure of this is the crude death rate, the annual number 

of deaths per 1,000 people in a given population. In 2008, 
2,453,000 Americans died, producing a crude death rate 
of 8.1 per 1,000 (National Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2009).

Demographers also look at age-specifi c death rates. 
For example, one measure used is the infant mortal-

ity rate, which measures the number of children who die 

within the fi rst year of life per 1,000 live births. Of 1,000 
babies born this year in Eastern Africa, 97 will die within 
one year. In the world’s more developed countries, it will 
take 60 years for these 97 deaths to occur. Th e diff erence 
refl ects a continuing gap in mortality levels between the 
world’s more and less developed countries (Population 
Reference Bureau, 2002).

In the United States, the infant mortality rate dropped 
from 47 in 1940 to 6.6 in 2007 (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2008). Th is rate does not apply to all infants, 
however. In 1940, whites had an infant mortality rate 
of 43.2 (below the national average at that time), and 
African Americans had an infant mortality rate of 73.8. 
Today, the rates are 5.8 for whites and 13.6 for blacks 
(National Center for Health Statistics, 2009). Th e low-
est infant mortality rates are for infants born to Chinese 
mothers (2.9) and for Japanese mothers (3.4). Th ose 
fi gures suggest that diff ering cultural patterns of chil-
drearing might also aff ect infant mortality as well as the 
availability of medical care.

Infectious diseases caused most child deaths in the 
early part of the twentieth century. Millions of children 
died from respiratory diseases, gastrointestinal diseases, 

Fertility

Fertility refers to the actual number of births in a given 

population. For most countries, population growth 
depends on the natural increase resulting from more 
births than deaths. Most countries have little immigra-
tion or emigration, something that might seem surpris-
ing to people in the United States, where immigration is 
an important growth factor.

Fecundity is the physiological ability to have children. 
Most women between the ages of 15 and 45 are capable 
of bearing children. During this time, a woman poten-
tially could have up to 30 children; however, the realis-
tic maximum number of children a woman can have is 
about 15. Th is number is a far cry from real life, though, 
where health, culture, and other factors limit childbear-
ing. Even in countries with high birthrates, the average 
woman rarely has more than seven children (Population 
Reference Bureau, 2008).

Whereas fecundity refers to the biological potential 
to bear children, a common way of measuring fertility is 
by using the crude birthrate, the number of annual live 

births per 1,000 people in a given population. Th e crude 
birthrate for the United States fell from 24.1 in 1950 to 14 
in recent years. Only Europe has a lower crude birthrate 
than the United States, with many countries in the range 
of 10 to 11. In contrast to the United States and Europe, 
the crude birth rate is 41 in Nigeria, 30 in Pakistan, and 

Most of the world’s population growth in the next few decades 
will occur in developing countries.
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them, Abraham Lincoln’s brother died in infancy, and 
his sister died in her early 20s. Of the four sons born to 
Abraham and Mary Todd Lincoln, only one survived to 
maturity. If we see short life expectancies in countries 
throughout the world, we will also see high infant mor-
tality rates. If we compare Mali with Israel, we will fi nd 
two countries with very diff erent health numbers. In 
Mali, the life expectancy is 56, and the infant mortality 
rate is 96 deaths per 1,000 live births. In Israel, the life 
expectancy is 80, and the infant mortality rate is 3.5. It 
would be easy to say that these numbers are because 
Israel is a wealthier country than Mali. Some poor coun-
tries however, such as China and Sri Lanka, have longer 
life expectancies than richer countries such as Brazil 
and South Africa. Other factors, such as education and 
cultural diff erences, also play a role (Gilbert, 2005).

A fact that is often overlooked is that the rapid 
increase in population growth in third-world countries 
is caused by sharp improvements in life expectancy, not 
by rising birthrates. A rapid decrease in infant mortality 
in a developing nation will result in a signifi cant rise in 
the overall rate of population growth.

In developing countries, the proportion of infant and 
child deaths is quite high, resulting in a signifi cantly 
lower life expectancy than that in developed countries. 
In Bangladesh, infant deaths account for more than 
one-third of all deaths. In the United States, that fi gure 
is about 1%. Th e high proportion of deaths in developing 
countries can be attributed to impure drinking water and 
unsanitary conditions. In addition, the diets of pregnant 
women and nursing mothers often lack proper nutrients, 
and babies and children are not fed a healthy diet. Flu, 
diarrhea, and pneumonia are common, as are typhoid, 
cholera, malaria, and tuberculosis. Many children are not 
immunized against common childhood diseases (such 
as polio, measles, diphtheria, and whooping cough), and 
the parents’ income is often so low that when the chil-
dren do fall ill, they cannot provide medical care.

When countries succeed in improving the health of 
the children there may be a short term spike in popula-
tion growth.

Migration

Migration is the movement of populations from one geo-

graphical area to another. We call it emigration when a 

population leaves an area and immigration when a pop-

ulation enters an area. All migrations, therefore, are both 
emigrations and immigrations.

Of the three components of population change—fer-
tility, mortality, and migration—migration historically 
exerts the least impact on population growth or decline.

Most countries do not encourage immigration. When 
they do permit immigration, it is often viewed as a way 
to provide needed skilled labor or to provide unskilled 
labor for jobs the resident population no longer wishes 
to do. Exceptions to this trend are the traditional 

and tuberculosis. Th ese deaths have been reduced 
through the introduction of penicillin and other antibi-
otics, and vaccines helped prevent illnesses that killed 
or crippled large numbers of children. Today accidents, 
congenital anomalies/deformations/ chromosomal 
abnormalities, and cancer are the greatest threats to 
children (AmeriStat, August 2002).

Although the infant mortality rate in the United States 
is considerably lower than the rates of developing coun-
tries, it is higher than those in some Asian or European 
countries such as China, Singapore and Japan. Mortality 
is refl ected in people’s life expectancy, the average num-

ber of years a person born in a particular year can expect 

to live. Th e average life expectancy at birth in the United 
States is 77 years. Th e world’s longest life expectancy is 
in Japan, at 82 years. Th e shortest life expectancies are in 
Angola, Swaziland, and Zambia (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2008). (See Table 16-2 for life expectancies in 
various countries.)

Maternal mortality is another factor that varies 
widely throughout the world. Th ere are large diff erences 
in the risk of dying from pregnancy-related causes in 
developed vs. developing countries. A woman in sub-
Saharan Africa has a lifetime chance of maternal death 
of 1 in 22; in Asia, it is 1 in 90; and in Europe, 1 in 9,400 
(Population Reference Bureau, 2008).

Life expectancies in world vary greatly. Th ey range 
from an average regional low of about 55 years in Africa to 
76 years in Europe (Population Reference Bureau, 2009). 
Life expectancy is usually determined more by infant 
mortality than by adult mortality. Once an individual 
survives infancy, life expectancy improves dramatically. 
In the United States, for example, only when individuals 
reach their 60s do their chances of dying approximate 
those of their infancy (Bureau of the Census, 2008).

Disease took a dramatic toll on life expectancy in the 
United States in the not-too-distant past. For example, 
Abraham Lincoln’s mother died when she was 35 and 
he was 9. Prior to her death, she had three children. Of 

TABLE 16-2 Countries with the Highest and Lowest Life 
Expectancies

Highest Years Lowest Years

Japan 82.1 Swaziland 31.9

Singapore 82 Angola 38.2

Hong Kong 81.8 Zambia 38.6

Australia 81.6 Lesotho 40.4

Canada 81.2 Zimbabwe 41

Sweden 81 Mozambique 41.1

France 81 Sierra Leone 41.2

Iceland 80.7 Liberia 42

Sweden 80.9 Djibouti 43.4

World Average 66.6

Source: CIA World FactBook https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/fi elds/2102.html, accessed May 15, 2009.

www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2102.html
www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2102.html
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person to do so, and perhaps the most infl uential, was 
Th omas Malthus.

Malthus’s Theory of Population Growth

Malthus (1776–1834) was a British clergyman, phi-
losopher, and economist who believed that population 
growth is linked to certain natural laws. Th e core of the 
population problem, according to Malthus, is that popu-
lations will always grow faster than the available food 
supply. With a fi xed amount of land, farm animals, fi sh, 
and other food resources, agricultural production can 
be increased only by cultivating new acres, catching 
more fi sh, and so on—an additive process that Malthus 
believed would increase the food supply in an arithmetic 
progression (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and so on). Population growth, 
by contrast, increases at a geometric rate (1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 
and so on) as couples have 3, 4, 5, and more children. 
(A stable population requires two individuals to pro-
duce no more than 2.1 children, two to reproduce them-
selves and 0.1 to make up for those people who remain 
childless.) Th us, if left unchecked, human populations 
are destined to outgrow their food supplies and suff er 
poverty and a never-ending “struggle for existence” (a 
phrase coined by Malthus that later became a corner-
stone of Darwinian and evolutionary thought).

Malthus recognized the presence of certain forces 
that limit population growth, grouping these into two 
categories: preventive checks and positive checks. 
Preventive checks are practices that would limit repro-

duction. Preventive checks include celibacy, the delay of 
marriage, and such practices as contraception within 
marriage, extramarital sexual relations, and prostitution 
(if the latter two are linked with abortion and contracep-
tion). Positive checks are events that limit reproduction 

either by causing the deaths of individuals before they 

reach reproductive age or by causing the deaths of large 

numbers of people, thereby lowering the overall popula-

tion. Positive checks include famines, wars, and epidem-
ics. Malthus’s thinking assuredly was infl uenced by the 
plague that wiped out so much of Europe’s population 
during the fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries.

Malthus refuted the theories of the utopian socialists, 
who advocated a reorganization of society to eliminate 
poverty and other social evils. Regardless of planning, 
Malthus assumed that population growth would lead to 
urban crowding, lower wages, infectious diseases, and 
other miseries. On the one hand is the constant threat 
that population will outstrip the available food supplies; 
on the other hand are the unpleasant and often dev-
astating checks on this growth, which result in death, 
destruction, and suff ering.

Malthus was wrong for two reasons. He adamantly 
rejected an obvious way of controlling population, 
namely birth control. He was opposed on moral grounds 
and believed the only acceptable way to control popu-
lation was later marriage. He was a clergyman for the 

receiver countries, such as the United States, Australia, 
and Canada. Th ese countries owe much of their growth 
to immigrant populations.

Where migration is a signifi cant factor, it is necessary 
to take into account the age and sex of the immigrants 
and emigrants as well as the number of migrants. Th ose 
characteristics tell us the number of potential workers 
among the migrants, the number of women of childbear-
ing age, the number of school-age children, the number 
of elderly, and other factors that will aff ect society.

Sometimes it is important to distinguish between the 
movements of populations that cross national boundary 
lines from those that are entirely within a country. To 
make this distinction, sociologists use the term inter-

nal migration for movement within a nation’s boundary 

lines, in contrast to immigration, by which boundary 
lines are crossed.

Since 1970, population growth in the United States 
has been greatest in the Sunbelt states, refl ecting con-
tinued migration patterns toward the South and West. 
California, Texas, and Florida are growing signifi cantly 
faster than the United States as a whole because they 
attract many Northeastern and Midwestern residents. 
Th ere is some indication, however, that internal migra-
tion patterns might be starting to change. Typically, 
Northern and Midwestern migrants moved to the three 
major Sunbelt states and then distributed themselves to 
the surrounding states.

THEORIES OF POPULATION ●

Th e study of population is a relatively new scholarly 
undertaking; it was not until the eighteenth century that 
populations as such were examined carefully. Th e fi rst 

Immigration has changed the face of many areas in New York 
City and Los Angeles.
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Th e shift in Sweden’s population can be explained by 
a theory of population dynamics developed by Warren 
Th ompson. According to the demographic transition 

theory, societies pass through four stages of population 

change from high fertility and high mortality to relatively 

low fertility and low mortality. During stage 1, high fertil-
ity rates are counterbalanced by a high death rate from 
disease, starvation, and natural disaster. Th e population 
tends to be very young, and there is little or no popula-
tion growth. During stage 2, populations rapidly increase 
because of a continued high fertility that is linked to an 
increased food supply, development of modern medi-
cine, and enhanced public health care. Slowly, however, 
the traditional institutions and religious beliefs that 
support a high birthrate are undermined and replaced 
by values stressing individualism and upward mobility. 
Family planning is introduced, and the birthrate begins 
to fall. Th is is stage 3, during which population growth 
begins to decline. Finally, in stage 4, both fertility and 
mortality are relatively low, and population growth once 
again stabilizes (see Figure 16-3).

As long as many developing nations remain in stage 2 
of demographic transition (high fertility but falling mor-
tality), they will continue to be burdened by overpopu-
lation, which slows economic development and creates 
widespread severe hunger.

Overpopulation undermines economic growth by 
disproportionately raising the dependency ratio, the 

number of people of nonworking age in a society for every 

100 people of working age. Because populations at stage 
2 have a high proportion of children as compared with 
adults, they have fewer able-bodied workers than they 
need. For example, 49% of Uganda’s population is below 
the age of 15, compared to 20% in the United States 
(Population Reference Bureau, 2008). Th e economic 
development of countries with high dependency ratios 
is slowed further by the channeling of capital away from 
industrialization and technological growth and toward 
mechanisms for feeding the expanding populations.

Applications to Industrial Society Th e fi rst wave of 
declines in the world’s death rate came in countries expe-
riencing real economic progress. Th ose declines gradu-
ally gained momentum as the Industrial Revolution 
proceeded. Advances in agriculture, transportation, and 
commerce made it possible for people to have a better 
diet, and advances in manufacturing made adequate 
clothing and housing more widely available. A rise in 
people’s real income facilitated improved public sanita-
tion, medical science, and public education.

Although the preceding explanation applies well to 
Western society, it does not explain the population trends 
in the underdeveloped areas of today’s world. Since 1920, 
those areas have experienced a much faster drop in death 
rates than Western societies without a comparable rate 
of increase in economic development. Th e rapid rate of 
decline in the death rate in these countries has been due 

Church of England, and that view was common at the 
time. He assumed that others would be as opposed to 
birth control as he was.

He was also wrong in that he had no understand-
ing of how growth and the environment were related. 
Pollution, loss of space, and, obviously, global warming 
were never part of his ideas. Needless to say, what could 
be done to improve the situation never fi gured into his 
thinking either (Gilbert, 2005).

History proved Malthus wrong, at least for devel-
oped countries. Technological breakthroughs in the 
nineteenth century enabled Europe to avoid many of 
Malthus’s predictions. Th e newly invented steam engine 
used energy more effi  ciently, and labor production was 
increased through the factory system. An expanded 
trade system provided raw materials for growing indus-
tries and food for workers. Fertility declined and emigra-
tion eased Europe’s population pressures. By the end of 
the nineteenth century, Malthus and his concerns had 
been all but forgotten.

Marx’s Theory of Population Growth

Karl Marx and other socialists rejected Malthus’s view 
that population pressures and the related miseries are 
inevitable. Marxists argue that the sheer number of 
people in a population is not the problem. Rather, they 
contend, it is industrialism (and, in particular, capital-
ism) that creates the social and economic problems 
associated with population growth. Industrialists need 
large populations to keep the labor force adequate, 
available, fl exible, and inexpensive. In addition, the 
capitalistic system requires constantly expanding mar-
kets, which can be provided only by an ever-increasing 
population.

As the population grows, large numbers of unem-
ployed and underemployed people compete for the few 
available jobs, which they are willing to take at lower 
and lower wages. Th erefore, according to Marxists, the 
norms and values of a society that encourages popu-
lation growth are rooted in its economic and political 
systems. Only by moving the political economy of indus-
trial society in the direction of socialism, they contend, 
is there any hope of eliminating poverty and the miseries 
of overcrowding and scarce resources for the masses.

Demographic Transition Theory

Sweden has been keeping records of births and deaths 
longer than any other country. Th roughout the centuries, 
Swedish birth and death rates fl uctuated widely through 
periods of rapid population growth followed by periods 
of slow growth and even population declines during 
famines. In the late 1800s, Sweden’s death rate began a 
sustained decline, whereas the birthrate remained high. 
Eventually, Sweden’s birthrate also declined, so that 
today its births and deaths are virtually in balance.
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Stage 1 

Birthrate 

Death rate

Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 

FIGURE 16-3 The Demographic Transition Theory.

 The demographic transition theory states that societies pass through four stages 
of population change. Stage 1 is marked by high birthrates and high death rates. 
In stage 2, populations rapidly increase as death rates fall, but birthrates stay 
high. In stage 3, birthrates begin to fall. Finally, in stage 4, both fertility and mor-
tality rates are relatively low.

primarily to the application of medical discoveries made 
in and fi nanced by the industrial nations. For example, 
the most important death threat being eliminated is 
infectious disease. Th ose diseases have been controlled 
through the introduction of vaccines, antibiotics, and 
other medical advances developed in the industrial 
nations. Th ose who are accustomed to paying high prices 
for private medical care will fi nd it hard to believe that 
preventive public health measures in underdeveloped 
countries can save millions of lives at costs ranging from 
a few cents to a few dollars per person.

Because the mortality rates in underdeveloped coun-
tries have been signifi cantly reduced, the birthrate, 

which has not fallen as fast or as consistently, has 
become an increasingly serious problem. Often, this 
problem persists and worsens despite monumental 
government eff orts to disseminate birth control infor-
mation and contraceptive devices. In India, for example, 
despite the government’s commitment to controlling 
population size through birth control and steriliza-
tion, the population is expected to increase from 717 
million in 1982 to 1.3 billion in 2016. With the current 
rate of growth, India could surpass China as the most 
populated country sometime between 2030 and 2035 
(Population Reference Bureau, 2008). (See Table 16-3 
for the countries with the largest populations in 2007 
and projections for 2050.)

Th ese failures have shown that the birthrate can be 
brought down only when attention is paid to the com-
plex interrelationships of biological, social, economic, 
political, and cultural factors. For example, a study in 
Pakistan revealed that even among women who already 
had six children, if all six were daughters, there was a 
46% chance that the mother would want more children. 
If, however, the six children were boys, there was only 
a 4% chance that she would want additional children 
(Weeks, 1994). When countries try to control their pop-
ulations, there can be unintended consequences. (See 
“Sociology in Strange Places: Do Men without Women 
Become Violent?” for an example.)

A Second Demographic Transition

At the beginning of the chapter, we mentioned that many 
areas of the world are experiencing a potential decline in 
population. Th e original demographic transition theory 
ends with the fi nal stage involving an equal distribu-
tion of births and deaths and a stable population. Some 

According to Thomas Malthus, population will always grow 
faster than the available food supply. The United States, has an 
adequate food supply, but some people need to go to food 
banks because they cannot afford to buy it.
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major changes in immigration, the populations of those 
countries will decline. Th is second demographic tran-
sition is already the case in Estonia, Latvia, Hungary, 
Bulgaria, the Ukraine, and Italy as well as in most of 
Eastern Europe (Population Reference Bureau, 2008).

Th e United States is not expected to experience a 
population decline in the near future. United Nations 
population projections to the year 2025 indicate that the 

people (van de Kaa, 1987) have suggested that Europe 
has gone beyond the original theory and entered a sec-
ond demographic transition. Th e start of this second 
demographic transition is arbitrarily set at 1965; the 
principal feature of this transition is the decline in fertil-
ity to a level well below replacement.

If fertility stabilizes below replacement, as seems to 
have happened in most of Europe and Japan, and barring 

TABLE 16-3 Countries with the Largest Populations, 2009 and 2050

2009 2050

Rank Country Population (millions) Rank Country Population (millions)

1 China 1,338 1 India 1,628

2 India 1,166 2 China 1,437

3 United States 307 3 United States 420

4 Pakistan 176 4 Indonesia 308

5 Russia 140 5 Pakistan 295

6 Japan 127 6 Brazil 260

7 Mexico 111 7 Nigeria 258

8 Ethiopia 85 8 Bangladesh 231

9 Nigeria 132 9 Dem. Rep. of Congo 183

10 Japan 128 10 Ethiopia 170

Source: CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fi elds/2119.html, Population Reference Bureau, 2008 World Population Data Sheet, U.S.

In China and India, with their cultural preferences for 
males, girls have been victims of infanticide or given sub-
standard care for centuries. In the last two decades, ultra-
sound machines have allowed women to abort female 
fetuses, producing a record number of males. In China, 
it is estimated that 120 boys are born for every 100 girls. 
A more typical sex ratio would be 105 boys per 100 girls.

Th ese boys have the potential to become what the 
Chinese call bare branches, young men who will never 
marry or have children. Th e sheer number of potential 
bare branches is greater than ever because India and 
China together account for over 38% of the world’s 
population.

Two researchers, Valerie Hudson and Andrea M. 
den Boer, argue that large numbers of unattached 
young men have the potential to produce violent 
social unrest in their own countries and elsewhere. 
If these unattached young men also have no jobs, den 
Boer and Hudson argue, the governments become 
more likely to engage in aggressive military actions 
to absorb and occupy them.

Hudson and den Boer point out that countries with 
few marriageable women often adopt authoritarian 
political systems and become more violent toward 
women. Historically, when large groups of men do not 
marry and hang out together, they become marauding 
bands that wreak havoc on society. For example, dur-
ing the Nien Rebellion in 1851 and the Boxer Rebellion 
in 1900, gangs of bare branches used violence to get 
what they wanted.

Hudson and den Boer believe we are at the thresh-
old of large numbers of young men becoming a volatile 
social force producing social instability. To counter 
this threat, the governments of India and China might 
move in a more authoritarian direction. Th e fi rst group 
of bare branches is moving into their twenties now, 
and the next decade will decide whether den Boer and 
Hudson are correct.

Source: Valerie M. Hudson and Andrea M. den Boer, Bare 

Branches: Th e Security Implications of Asia’s Surplus Male 

Population, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES:

Do Men Without Women Become Violent?

www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/fields/2119.html
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played a major role in the United States, most European 
countries are more homogeneous and resistant to immi-
gration. Japan has been particularly inhospitable to 
immigrants (Population Reference Bureau, 2004). (See 
“Global Sociology: What If the Population Problem Is 
Not Enough People?”)

Pronatalist policies hardly ever lead to spectacular 
long-term eff ects on the birthrate. Th ey can, however, 
contribute toward slowing down the fertility decline and 
improving the living conditions of the parents and their 
children.

POPULATION GROWTH  ●
AND THE ENVIRONMENT

When people discuss population growth, they invariably 
use the term overpopulation. Th e very word overpopula-

tion is a problem for people in less-developed countries. If 
the world is overpopulated, then who are the unneeded? 
If people in the richer countries view those in poorer 
ones as surplus, then a bias is built into the term. (See 
Table 16-4 World Population Clock, 2009, for an example 
of worldwide population growth.) When most people 
link population growth and environmental degradation, 
they are usually referring to less-developed countries, 
where most of the world’s people live and population 
growth is high. At fi rst glance, the connection between 
population growth and environmental problems seems 
clear. More humans consume more resources and gen-
erate more waste. Twelve billion people could do a great 
deal more environmental damage than the 6 billion in 
the world of 2000. A closer look at the situation reveals 
that it is more complex than that. Some people have a 
far greater environmental impact than others. Most of 
the environmental degradation takes place in industri-
alized countries.

Th e world’s richest countries, with 20% of global 
population, account for 86% of private consumption; 
the poorest 20% account for just 1.3%. A child born in 
an industrialized country will add more to consump-
tion and pollution over his or her lifetime than 30 to 50 

United States will continue to grow modestly, even with 
continued low fertility, because of immigration levels.

Th e reasons for the second demographic transition 
point to a strong desire for individual advancement and 
improvement. In European societies, as in American 
society, this advancement depends on education and 
commitment to develop and use one’s talents. Th is holds 
for both men and women. Marrying and having children 
present a number of trade-off s, especially for women. A 
child may interrupt the parents’ career plans as well as 
add to fi nancial costs. In European societies, children no 
longer are expected or required to support the parents 
in old age or to help with the family fi nances. Th erefore, 
the emotional satisfaction of parenthood can usually 
be recognized by having one or perhaps two children. 
Multiplied on a large scale, this trend produces a birth-
rate below replacement level.

Pronatalist Policies In most of this chapter, we are 
presenting information about population growth rates 
that appear to be out of control. Yet scores of developed 
nations face the equally ominous threat of dwindling 
population because of low fertility. In some 50 countries, 
the average number of children born to each woman 
has fallen below 2.1, the number required to maintain a 
stable population. Nearly all of these countries are in the 
developed world, where couples have been discouraged 
from having large families by improved education and 
health care, widespread female employment, and rising 
costs of raising and educating children.

Th e implications are particularly dire for Europe, 
where the average fertility rate has fallen to 1.4 children 
per woman. Even if the trend reversed itself and the fer-
tility rate returned to 2.1, the continent would have lost 
a quarter of its current population before it stabilized 
around the middle of the century.

With fewer children being born, the ratio of older 
people to younger people already is growing. Th ese 
countries face the prospect of shrinking workforces and 
growing retiree populations along with slower economic 
growth and domestic consumption.

Some European governments are quite concerned. 
Italy, France, and Germany have introduced generous 
child subsidies in the form of tax credits for every child 
born, extended maternal leave with full pay, guaran-
teed employment upon resumption of work, and free 
child care.

Although it is most pronounced in Europe, the birth 
dearth aff ects a few countries in other parts of the 
world as well. Japan’s population might fall from 126 
million today to 55 million over the next century if its 
1.35 fertility rate remains unchanged. South Korea saw 
its fertility rate drop from 4.5 births per woman in 1970 
to 1.08 in 2005.

Apart from encouraging childbirth, the only other 
way a government can stop population loss is to open its 
doors to immigrants. Although immigration has always 

TABLE 16-4 World Population Clock, 2009

Time Births Deaths
Natural 
Increase

Year 134,434,533 56,622,740 77,811,793

Month 11,202,878 4,718,562 6,484,316

Day 368,314 155,131 213,183

Hour 15,346 6,464 8,883

Minute 256 108 148

Second 4.3 1.8 2.5

Source: U.S Bureau of the Census, http://www.census.gov/cgi-bin/ipc/pcwe, accessed 
July 7, 2009.

http://www.census.gov/cgi-bin/ipc/pcwe
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emitted to the atmosphere from cities have led to acid 
rain that has killed lakes and forests in North America 
and Northern Europe.

As the less-developed countries industrialize, they 
adopt consumption patterns similar to those of the 
developed countries. Already, elites in the less devel-
oped countries mimic the consumption patterns of 
rich Americans or Europeans. Consumption has surged 
in China and India since the 1980s and, as well as the 
former Soviet Union, Eastern Europeans have also 
increased their usage of consumer goods. Th e most 
rapid growth in energy consumption now occurs in 
less-developed countries because of rising affl  uence, 
consumption, and population (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2002).

(For an example of how our actions aff ect the envi-
ronment, see “Day-to-Day Sociology: Pay for Something 
You Can Get for Free and Hurt the Environment at the 
Same Time.”)

children born in developing countries (United Nations, 
2001). Th e United States has 5% of the world’s popula-
tion, yet uses an estimated 33% of the world’s resources, 
and causes an estimated 33% of the world’s pollution. 
Th e average American uses at least 30 times the amount 
of resources as a person living in India.

Modern cities are often referred to as heat cen-
ters and blamed for contributing to the destruction 
of the world’s ozone layer. Although motor vehicles 
are the primary cause of pollution in cities, increased 
demand for energy to run air conditioning and elec-
trical appliances is contributing to pollution in many 
cities. Producing the energy required to run mod-
ern urban systems often involves burning fossil fuels, 
which releases such greenhouse gases as carbon mon-
oxide, carbon dioxide, and nitrogen oxides. Th ese emis-
sions lead to global warming, which can cause climate 
change, rising sea-levels, changes in vegetation, and 
severe weather events. Oxides of sulfur and nitrogen 

Th e birthrate is declining throughout the world. For 
a country to maintain its population, the average 
woman must have 2.1 children. Th is is known as the 
total fertility rate (TFR). Th e United States is the only 
developed country that is close to that number. Every 
other developed country is below 2.1 and consequently 
losing population. For example, in Canada, the total 
fertility rate is 1.5, in Germany 1.35, in Japan 1.32, in 
Italy 1.23, and in Spain 1.15.

Th ese low birthrates produce a number of changes 
in society. First, the median age of the population 
increases as older people outnumber the young. 
Second, the countries start to shrink. By 2050, 
Europe will have 100 million fewer people than in 
2005. Japan will lose a quarter of its population dur-
ing that time.

As the average age of the population increases, 
there are fewer workers and many more people who 
need to be supported through pension programs. 
Th e potential for economic problems also increases. 
Europe and Japan have experienced prolonged periods 
of economic stagnation with only limited prospects 
of recovery. An older population also increases the 
demands on the health care system and puts strains 
on the government and those who have to pay the 
increased costs.

Th e national identity and the political infl uence 
of the country that is losing population also suff er. 
Although Europe continues to think of itself as a 

major force in world politics, that idea can no longer 
be maintained with a substantial population decline.

Th ere are a few things countries can do to deal with 
population decline.

1. Th ey can adopt policies that would encourage 
people to have children, perhaps through tax 
incentives or child care benefi ts. France has a 
number of policies that encourage families to have 
children and consequently has the highest fertility 
rate in Europe.

2. Loosen up immigration policies so that more 
immigrants enter the country and help the 
population grow. To a certain extent, this is the 
case for the United States. European countries have 
been more wary of immigrants than the United 
States and worry about such a policy because it 
could threaten their national identities.

3. Raise the retirement age and limit pension and 
health benefi ts to the elderly. Th is would produce a 
signifi cant outcry from those aff ected.

Th e continuing population decline in the developed 
world will raise a whole new set of population issues 
that are at odds with those of the developing world.

Sources: Population Reference Bureau, Transitions in World 

Population 59, no. 1 (March 2004); and Phillip Longman, Th e 

Empty Cradle: How Falling Birthrates Th reaten World Prosper-

ity and What to Do About It, New York: Basic Books, 2004.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

What If the Population Problem Is Not Enough People?
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consumption by the wealthy countries, predicted global 
shortages in the future. “It seems certain,” they noted, 
“that energy shortages will be with us for the rest of the 
century, and that before 1985 mankind will enter a gen-
uine age of scarcity.” Crucial materials would be nearly 
depleted during the 1980s, they predicted. “Starvation 
among people will be accompanied by starvation of 
industries for the materials they require” (Ehrlich and 
Ehrlich, 1974).

Also in the 1970s, the Club of Rome, a group of sci-
entists, businesspeople, and academics, used elaborate 

Some people have suggested that instead of being 
concerned about overpopulation, we should focus on 
the world’s carrying capacity instead. Th e most recent 
estimates of carrying capacity vary widely, with the 
maximum being about 44 billion (Gilbert, 2005).

How will the world’s carrying capacity problems be 
resolved in the future? Neo-Malthusians paint a gloomy 
picture of what lies ahead, contending that the popula-
tion inevitably will outpace the supply of food.

In the 1970s, Paul Ehrlich and Anne Ehrlich, out-
spoken critics of population growth and unlimited 

Th irty years ago, bottled water barely existed as a 
business in the United States. Now we spend about 
$16 billion a year on bottled water. We average 28.3 
gallons of bottled water per person a month. Th is 
means we drink more bottled water than milk, or 
coff ee, or beer. Only carbonated soft drinks are more 
popular than bottled water.

We are willing to pay two to four times the price 
of gasoline—for a product that has been, and still is, 
nearly free from taps in our homes. We buy bottled 
water because we think it’s healthy. True, if we buy 
a bottle of water instead of a Coke it is a healthier 
choice. But bottled water is not healthier, or safer, 
than tap water. Indeed, while the United States is 
the single biggest consumer in the world’s $50 bil-
lion bottled-water market, it is the only one of the top 
four—the others are Brazil, China, and Mexico—that 
has universally reliable tap water. Tap water in this 
country is monitored constantly, and the test results 
are made public.

Th e diff erence in cost between bottled water and 
tap is enormous, with bottled water costing anywhere 
from 240 to 10,000 as much. When we buy a bottle of 
water, we are buying the convenience and the story 
the water companies tell us about the water and 
what it says about us. Th ey convince us that bottled 
water is not just good for us, but actually virtuous. 
Except this is not true. Bottled water is not a benign 
indulgence. One billion bottles of water a week have 
to be moved by ships, trains, and trucks in the United 
States alone. Th at’s a weekly convoy equivalent to 
37,800 18-wheelers delivering water using gasoline 
and producing pollutants.

At the same time, more than 1 billion people in the 
world do not have safe drinking water as we move 
around an array of water “varieties” from around the 

globe, which we do not actually need. In Fiji, a state-
of-the-art factory produces more than a million bot-
tles a day, while more than half the people in Fiji do 
not have safe, reliable drinking water. Unfortunately, 
even if we suddenly decided not to purchase bottled 
water, none of it would fi nd its way to people who 
really need it.

In the United States, bottled water is dominated 
by four companies. Pepsi has the nation’s number-
one-selling bottled water, Aquafi na, with 13% of the 
market. Coke’s Dasani is number two, with 11% of the 
market. Both are simply purifi ed municipal water—so 
24% of the bottled water we buy is tap water repack-
aged by Coke and Pepsi for our convenience. Evian is 
owned by a giant French food company, and distrib-
uted in the United States by Coke.

A study of 103 brands of bottled water found that 
it is often not as safe to drink bottled water. Certain 
contaminants are permitted in bottled water which 
are not permitted in tap water.

Water bottles are made of totally recyclable poly-
ethylene terephthalate (PET) plastic. Yet, our recy-
cling rate for PET is only 23%, which means most of 
these bottles end up in landfi lls to the tune of 38 bil-
lion water bottles a year.

In a world in which 1 billion people have no reli-
able source of drinking water, and 3,000 children a 
day die from diseases caught from tainted water, that 
conspicuous consumption of bottled water that we 
do not need seems wasteful, and perhaps arrogant.

CharlesFishman, “Message in a Bottle,” FastCompany, 
December 19, 2007, http://www.fastcompany.com/
magazine/117/features-message-in-a-bottle.html, accessed 
June 7, 2009; Ling Li, “Bottled Water Consumption Jumps,” 
Vital Sign 2007–2008, Worldwatch Institute, 2007.

DAY-TO-DAY SOCIOLOGY:

Pay For Something You Can Get For Free and Hurt 
the Environment at the Same Time
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and exploiting old ones. “Exploring for oil used to 
be a hit- or-miss proposition, resulting in many dry 
holes. Today, oil companies can use seismic waves 
to help them create precise computer images of the 
earth” (Sagoff , 1997). In eff ect, the more advanced 
the technology, the more reserves become known 
and recoverable. In addition, the more we learn 
about materials, the more effi  ciently we use them. 
Refrigerators sold today are 60% more effi  cient than 
those sold 20 years ago.

 3. Exponential increase in knowledge. Just as the 
doomsday predictors claim there will be exponential 
growth in population and production, others say 
there also will be exponential growth in knowledge 
that will enable societies to solve the problems 
associated with growth. New technological 
information and discoveries, furthermore, will 
alleviate new problems as they arise. For example, 
simple computer game consoles today have more 
computing power than the 1976 Cray supercomputer, 
which the United States tried to keep away from the 
Soviet Union for security reasons (Sagoff , 1997).

Population issues will continue to aff ect the devel-
oped and developing areas of the world. Th e likeliest 
path to helping populations is through economic devel-
opment. Poor people who are unable to acquire food 
and fuel do whatever they have to for survival. Sensitive 
ecological systems such as rain forests often fall victim 
to these needs. Raising living standards produces lower 
fertility and lowers environmental deterioration from 
ineffi  cient resource depletion. Th ere is a strong trend 
toward an improving situation. In the next decade, we 
will see whether this trend is developing fast enough to 
prevent further outbreaks of famine and misery for mil-
lions of people.

URBANIZATION AND THE  ●
DEVELOPMENT OF CITIES

According to archaeologists, people have been on earth 
for a couple of million years. During the vast major-
ity of these years, human beings lived without cities. 
Although we accept cities as a fundamental part of 
human life, cities are a relatively recent addition to the 
story of human evolution, appearing only within the 
past 7,000 to 9,000 years.

Th e city’s dominance in social, economic, and cultural 
aff airs is even more recent. Nonetheless, what we label 
as “civilization” emerged only during the time span that 
coincides with the city, encompassing the whole history 
of human triumphs and tragedies. Th e very terms civi-

lization and civilized come from the Latin civis, which 
means “a person living in a city.”

Th e cities of the past still were very unusual in an 
overwhelmingly rural world of small villages. In 1800, 
97% of the world lived in rural areas of fewer than 5,000 

computer models to predict the world of the future. Th e 
Club concluded that if the then current trends contin-
ued, the limits of growth on this planet would be reached 
within the next hundred years. Th e result, they predicted, 
would be a sudden and uncontrollable decline in popu-
lation and production capacity:

We have tried in every doubtful case to make the most 
optimistic estimate of unknown qualities, and we have 
also ignored discontinuous events such as wars or 
epidemics, which might act to bring an end to growth even 
sooner than our model would indicate. In other words, 
the model is biased to allow growth to continue longer 
than it probably can continue in the real world. We can 
thus say with some confi dence that under the assumption 
of no major change in the present system, population 
and industrial growth will certainly stop within the next 
century, at the latest. (Meadows et al., 1972)

Sources of Optimism

Critics point to a number of logical fallacies in the dooms-
day predictions and argue that the dire pronouncements 
ignore the role of the marketplace in helping produce 
adjustments that bring population, resources, and the 
environment back in balance.

In their optimistic view, population growth is a stimu-
lus, not a deterrent, to economic advance. If imbalances 
exist, they are because markets are not allowed to oper-
ate freely to permit innovators, investors, and entrepre-
neurs to provide solutions (Simon and Kahn, 1984).

Others have questioned the basic assumptions of the 
doomsday model, namely, exponential growth in popu-
lation and production and absolute limits on natural 
resources and technological capabilities. Th e following 
are some of these counterarguments.

 1. Wider application of existing technology. Greater 
effi  ciency and wider application of technology on 
a worldwide basis could continue to supply the 
world’s needs far into the future. For example, 
between 1961 and 1994, global production of 
food doubled, and greater effi  ciency in land 
cultivation will ensure the ability to feed the 
world’s population for many years. Prices for food 
have continually decreased since the end of the 
eighteenth century.

 2. Discovery of new resources. Th e supply of natural 
resources, according to some critics, is not really 
as fi xed as the doomsday predictors claim. Th ese 
critics maintain that new resources will come 
into play that were not previously anticipated. 
Technology will stay ahead of resource use, and 
the doomsday scenario will never be enacted. For 
example, raw materials and energy resources are 
generally more abundant and less expensive today 
than they were 20 years ago. Companies have 
become more adept at discovering new resources 
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[Japan], Paris, and Tokyo) will be in the more-developed 
world in 2015—the same number as in 1985. In 1970, just 
four of the world’s ten largest cities were in less-devel-
oped countries. By 2015, eight of the ten largest cities 
will be in less-developed counties. (See Table 16-5 for a 
list of the world’s largest megacities, 2007 and 2025.)

In some respects, the growth is similar to what took 
place a century ago in Europe and North America. Many 
of these cities sustained growth, which was as fast as 
that now underway in the developing world. What is 
diff erent, however, is the number of countries undergo-
ing rapid urbanization and the sheer number of people 
involved (United Nations, 2000).

Cities have certain advantages. Historically, cities 
have produced innovations in science and technology. 
Dense urban centers also make the distribution of goods 
and services cheaper. Urban centers also have lower fer-
tility rates than rural areas (Brockerhoff , 2000).

Th e rapid transformation from a basically rural to a 
heavily urbanized world and the urban lifestyles that 
accompany this shift are having a dramatic impact on 
the world’s peoples. In the following section, we exam-
ine the historical development of cities and urbaniza-
tion trends.

The Earliest Cities

Two requirements had to be met for cities to emerge. 
Th e fi rst was that there had to be a surplus of food and 
other necessities. Farmers had to produce more food 
than their immediate families needed to survive. Th is 
surplus made it possible for some people to live in places 
where they could not produce their own food and had 
to depend on others to supply their needs. Th ose settle-
ments could become relatively large, densely populated, 
and permanent.

Th e second requirement was that there had to be 
some form of social organization that went beyond the 

people. By 1900, 86% of the world still lived in rural areas 
(Palen, 1992).

England was the fi rst country to undergo urban 
transformation. One hundred years ago it was the 
only predominantly urban country. Not until 1920 was 
the United States that urbanized. Today we are on the 
threshold of living in a world that for the fi rst time will be 
more urban than rural. Th e most rapid change is occur-
ring in the developing world. Within the next decade, 
more than half of the world’s population, an estimated 
3.3 billion, will be living in urban areas. As recently as 
1975, just over one-third of the world’s people lived in 
urban areas.

Not all parts of the world are urbanizing at the same 
pace, though. In the more industrialized areas—North 
America, Europe, and the republics of the former Soviet 
Union—urban growth has stopped or slowed consider-
ably. For example, in 1970, 73.5% of the U.S. population 
lived in urban areas, whereas in 2000, the fi gure had only 
increased to 79% (Bureau of the Census, 2001).

Th e greatest urban growth is now in the nonindus-
trial world, such as Africa, Latin America, the Middle 
East, and Asia. It is estimated that 90% of world popula-
tion growth will occur in urban areas of less-developed 
countries. By 2020, a majority of the population of these 
countries will live in urban areas (Brockerhoff , 2000).

Th e population of the less-developed countries will 
become increasingly concentrated in large cities of 1 
million or more people. Already there are hundreds of 
cities of more than 1 million people in the less-devel-
oped countries. Most of us have never heard the names 
of more than a few of those cities.

Some cities are very large and are what the United 
Nations calls megacities (more than 8 million people). 
Th e number of megacities is also growing rapidly. Th ere 
were just eight megacities in 1985. Th e UN projects 34 
megacities by 2015—all in less-developed countries. Just 
six megacities (Los Angeles, Moscow, New York, Osaka 

TABLE 16-5 World’s Largest Megacities, 2007 and 2025

2007 2025

City Population (millions) City Population (millions)

 1 Tokyo, Japan 35.7  1 Tokyo, Japan 36.4

 2 New York-Newark, USA 19.0  2 Mumbai (Bombay), India 26.4

 3 Mexico City, Mexico 19.0  3 Delhi, India 22.5

 4 Mumbai (Bombay), India 19.0  4 Dhaka, Bangladesh 22.0

 5 São Paulo, Brazil 18.8  5 São Paulo, Brazil 21.4

 6 Delhi, India 15.9  6 Mexico City, Mexico 21.0

 7 Shanghai, China 15.0  7 New York-Newark, USA 20.6

 8 Kolkata (Calcutta), India 14.8  8 Kolkata (Calcutta), India 20.6

 9 Dhaka, Bangladesh 13.5  9 Shanghai, China 19.4

10 Buenos Aires, Argentina 12.8 10 Karachi, Pakistan 19.1

Source: United Nations, Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision.
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Africa, cities of prosperous traders appeared around AD 
1000 in what are now Ghana and Zimbabwe.

Preindustrial Cities

Preindustrial cities—cities established prior to the 

Industrial Revolution—often were walled for protection 
and densely packed with residents whose occupations, 
religion, and social class were clearly evident from sym-
bols of dress, heraldic imagery, and manners. Power 
typically was shared between the feudal lords and reli-
gious leaders. Preindustrial cities housed only 5 to 10% 
of a country’s population. Most had populations of fewer 
than 10,000.

Th ese cities often served as the seats of political 
power and as commercial, religious, and educational 
centers. Th eir populations were usually stratifi ed into 
a broad-based pyramid of social classes. A small ruling 
elite sat at the top; a small middle class of entrepreneurs 
rested just beneath; and a very large, impoverished class 
of manual laborers (artisans and peasants) was at the 
bottom. Religious institutions were strong, well estab-
lished, and usually tightly interconnected with political 
institutions, the rule of which they supported and jus-
tifi ed in theological terms. Art and education fl owered 
(at least among the upper classes), but these activities 
were strongly oriented toward expressing or exploring 
religious ideologies.

Gideon Sjoberg (1956) has noted that three things 
were necessary for the rise of preindustrial cities. First, 
the physical environment had to be favorable. Second, 
advanced technology in either agricultural or nonagri-
cultural areas had to have developed to provide a means 
of shaping the physical environment, if only to produce 
the enormous food surplus necessary to feed city dwell-
ers. Finally, a well-developed system of social structures 
had to emerge so that the more complex needs of soci-
ety could be met: an economic system, a system of social 
control, and a political system.

Industrial Cities

Industrial cities are cities established during or after 

the Industrial Revolution and are characterized by large 

populations that work primarily in industrial and service-

related jobs.

We use the term Industrial Revolution to refer to 
the application of scientifi c methods to production 
and distribution, by which machines came to perform 
work that had formerly been done by humans or farm 
animals. Food, clothing, and other necessities could be 
produced and distributed quickly and effi  ciently, free-
ing some people—the social elites—to engage in other 
activities.

Th e Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century 
forever changed the face of the world. It created new 
forms of work, new institutions, and new social classes 

family. Even though there might be a surplus of food, 
there was no guarantee that it would be distributed to 
those in need of it. Consequently, a form of social orga-
nization adapted to those kinds of living environments 
had to emerge.

Th e world’s fi rst fully developed cities arose in the 
Middle Eastern area, mostly in what is now Iraq, which 
was the site of the Sumerian civilization. Th e land is 
watered by the giant Tigris and Euphrates rivers, and 
it yielded an abundant food surplus for the people who 
farmed there. In addition, this area (called Mesopotamia) 
lay at the crossroads of the trade networks that already, 
6,000 years ago, tied together East and West. Not only 
material goods but also the knowledge of technological 
and social innovations traveled along these routes.

Sumerian cities were clustered around temple com-
pounds that were raised high up on brick-sheathed 
mounds called ziggurats. Th e cities and their surround-
ing farmlands were believed to belong to the city god, 
who lived inside the temple and ruled through a class of 
priests who organized trade caravans and controlled all 
aspects of the economy. In fact, these priests invented 
the world’s fi rst system of writing as well as of numerical 
notation late in the fourth millennium BC to keep track 
of their commercial transactions. Because warfare both 
among cities and against marauders from the deserts 
was chronic, many of these early cities were walled and 
fortifi ed, and they maintained standing armies. In time, 
the generals who were elected to lead these armies were 
kept permanently in place, and their positions evolved 
into hereditary kingships (Frankfort, 1956).

Th e early Sumerian cities had populations that 
ranged from 7,000 to 20,000. However, one Sumerian city, 
Uruk, extended over 1,100 acres and contained as many 
as 50,000 people (Gist and Fava, 1974). By today’s stan-
dards, the populations of those early cities seem rather 
small. Th ey do, however, present a marked contrast with 
the small nomadic and seminomadic bands of individu-
als that existed prior to the emergence of these cities.

Within the next 1,500 years, cities arose all across the 
ancient world. Memphis was built around 3200 BC as the 
capital of Egypt, and, between 2500 and 2000 BC, major 
cities were built in what is now Pakistan. Th e two largest, 
Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, were the most advanced cit-
ies of their day. Th ey were carefully planned in a grid pat-
tern with central grain warehouses and elaborate water 
systems, including wells and underground drainage. Th e 
houses of the wealthy were large and multistoried. Built 
of fi red brick, they were in neighborhoods separated from 
the humble dried-mud dwellings of the common labor-
ers. Like the Sumerian cities, these cities were supported 
by a surplus-producing agricultural peasantry and were 
organized around central temple complexes.

By 2400 BC, cities were established in Europe and by 
1850 BC in China. No fully developed cities were erected 
in the Americas until some 1,500 years later, during the 
so-called Late Preclassic times (300 BC to AD 300). In 
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into neighborhoods that refl ect diff erences in social 
class and ethnicity. (See Table 16-6 for a comparison of 
the preindustrial and industrial city.)

Th e industrial cities of today have become centers for 
banking and manufacturing. Th eir streets are designed 
for autos and trucks as well as for pedestrians, and they 
feature mass transportation systems. Th ey are stratifi ed, 
but class lines often become blurred. Th e elite class is 
large and consists of business and fi nancial leaders as 
well as some professionals and scientists. Th ere is a large 
middle class consisting of white-collar salaried workers 
and professionals such as sales personnel, technicians, 
teachers, and social workers.

Formal political bureaucracies with elected offi  ce-
holders at the top govern the industrial city. Religious 
institutions no longer are tightly intertwined with the 
political system, and education and the arts are secular 
with a strong technological orientation. Mass media dis-
seminate news and pattern the consumption of material 
goods as well as most aesthetic experiences. Subcultures 
proliferate, and ethnic diversity often is wide.

The Structure of Cities

Th e community and the city have been two of the pri-
mary areas of study since the beginning of American 
sociology. In the 1920s, classical human ecology blos-
somed under the leadership of Robert E. Park and Ernest 
W. Burgess at the University of Chicago. Th e early human 
ecologists were attempting to apply the basic theoreti-
cal scheme of plant and animal ecology systematically 
to human communities.

Th eories of human communities were developed that 
were analogous to theories explaining plant and animal 
development. For example, if you were to drive from 

and multiplied many times over the speed with which 
humans could exploit the resources of their environ-
ment. In England, where the Industrial Revolution began 
in about 1750, the introduction of the steam engine was 
a major stimulus for such changes. Th is engine required 
large amounts of coal, which England had, and, by facili-
tating faster transportation, made it feasible for cities to 
be established in areas other than ports and trade cen-
ters. Work could take place wherever there were coal 
deposits, industries grew, and workers streamed in to 
fi ll the resulting jobs. Th us, industrial cities arose, cities 
with populations that were much larger than those of 
preindustrial cities.

Nineteenth-century urban industrialization pro-
duced industrial slums, which were regarded as some of 
the worst results of capitalism. Friedrich Engels, a close 
associate of Karl Marx, described the horrors of one of 
these areas.

The view from this bridge—mercifully concealed from 
smaller mortals by a parapet as high as a man—is quite 
characteristic of the entire district. At the bottom the 
Irk flows, or rather stagnates. It is a narrow, coal-
black stinking river full of filth and garbage, which it 
deposits on the lower-lying bank. In dry weather, an 
extended series of the most revolting blackish green 
pools of slime remain standing on this bank, out of 
whose depths bubbles of miasmatic gases constantly 
rise and give forth a stench that is unbearable even on 
the bridge forty or fifty feet above the level of the water. 
(Engels, 1845)

Modern industrial cities are large and expansive, 
often with no clear physical boundary separating them 
from surrounding towns and suburbs. Like the prein-
dustrial cities before them, industrial cities are divided 

TABLE 16-6 A Comparison of the Preindustrial City and the Industrial City

Preindustrial City Industrial City

Physical Characteristics A small, walled, fortifi ed, densely populated 
settlement, containing only a small part of the 
population in the society

A large, expansive settlement with no clear physical 
boundaries, containing a large proportion of the 
population in the society

Transportation Narrow streets, made for travel by foot or 
horseback

Wide streets, designed for motorized vehicles

Functions Seat of political power; commercial, religious, and 
educational center

Manufacturing and business center of an industrial 
society

Political Structure Governed by a small, ruling elite, determined by 
heredity

Governed by a larger elite made up of business 
and fi nancial leaders and some professionals

Social Structure A rigid class structure Less rigidly stratifi ed but still containing clear class 
distinctions

Religious Institutions Strong, well established, tightly connected with 
political and economic institutions

Weaker, with fewer formal ties to other social 
institutions

Communication Primarily oral, with little emphasis on record 
keeping beyond mercantile data; all records 
handwritten

Primarily written, with extensive record keeping; 
use of mechanical print media

Education Religious and secular education for upper-class 
men

Secular education for all classes but with 
differences related to social class
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of as the suburbs. Th ese zones refl ect the fact that urban 
groups are in competition for limited space and that not 
all space is equally desirable in terms of its location and 
resources.

Th e concentric zone model initially was quite infl u-
ential in that it did refl ect the structure of certain cities, 
especially those that, like Chicago, developed quickly 
early in the Industrial Revolution, before the develop-
ment of mass transportation and the automobile intro-
duced the complicating factor of increased mobility. It 
did not, however, describe many other cities satisfacto-
rily, and other models were needed.

Sector Model In the 1930s, Homer Hoyt (1943) devel-
oped a modifi ed version of the concentric zone model 
that attempted to take into account the infl uence of 
urban transportation systems. He agreed with the notion 
that a business center lies at the heart of a city but aban-
doned the tight geometrical symmetry of the concentric 
zones. Hoyt suggested that the structure of the city could 
be represented better by a sector model in which urban 

groups establish themselves along major transportation 

arteries (railroad lines, waterways, and highways). Th en, 
as the city becomes more crowded and desirable land is 
even farther from its heart, each sector remains associ-
ated with an identifi able group but extends its boundar-
ies toward the city’s edge (see Figure 16-5).

Multiple Nuclei Model A third ecological model, devel-
oped at roughly the same time as the sector model, 
stresses the impact of land costs, interest rate sched-
ules, and land-use patterns in determining the structure 
of cities. Th is multinuclei model (Harris and Ullman, 
1945) emphasizes the fact that diff erent industries have 

the mountains to the desert, you would fi nd that diff er-
ent soil, water, and climate conditions produce entirely 
diff erent types of vegetation. By analogy, driving from 
a city’s business district to its suburbs, you also would 
notice diff erent types of communities based on a com-
petition for specifi c types of land uses.

In fact, the human ecologists told us, human commu-
nities could be understood from a Darwinian perspec-
tive. Communities and cities have evolved and changed 
as a consequence of competition for prime space, inva-
sion, succession, and segregation of new groups.

Park and Burgess and other members of the Chicago 
school of sociologists studied the internal structure 
of cities as revealed by what they called the ecological 
patterning (or spatial distribution) of urban groups. 
In investigating the ways cities are patterned by their 
social and economic systems and by the availability of 
land, these sociologists proposed a theory based on con-
centric circles of development.

Concentric Zone Model Th e concentric zone model, 
sometimes irreverently called the bull’s-eye model, is 
illustrated in Figure 16-4 (Park, Burgess, and McKenzie, 
1925). Th e concentric zone model is a theory of city 

development in which the central city is made up of (1) 

a business district and, radiating from this district, (2) a 

zone of transition with low-income, crowded, and unstable 

residential housing with high crime rates, prostitution, 

gambling, and other vices; (3) a working-class residen-

tial zone; (4) a middle-class residential zone; and (5) an 

upper-class residential zone in what we would now think 

FIGURE 16-4 Concentric Zone Model
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Urban land use in cities is marked by competition for valuable 
space. The resulting density is one of the hallmarks of life in 
a city.
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diff erent land-use and fi nancial requirements, which 
determine where they establish themselves (see Figure 
16-6). Th us, the multiple nuclei model holds that as 

similar industries are established near one another, the 

immediate neighborhood is shaped by the nature of its 

typical industry, becoming one of a number of separate 

nuclei that together constitute the city. For example, 
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FIGURE 16-5 Sector Model

some industries, such as scrap metal yards, need to be 
near railroad lines. Others, such as plants manufac-
turing airplanes or automobiles, need a great deal of 
space. Still others, such as dressmaking factories, can 
be squeezed into several fl oors of central business dis-
trict buildings. In this model, a city’s growth is marked 
by an increase in the number and kinds of nuclei that 
compose it.

Th e limitation of the ecological approach to study-
ing urban structure is that it downplays variables that 
often strongly infl uence urban residential and land-use 
patterns. For instance, the ethnic composition of a city 
can be a powerful infl uence on its structure. A city with 
but one or two resident ethnic groups will look very dif-
ferent from a city with many groups. Another important 
variable is the local culture—the history and traditions 
that attach certain meanings to specifi c parts of the city. 
For example, the north end of Boston has become the 
Italian section of the city. People of Italian descent who 
normally might move to the suburbs have remained in 
the neighborhood because of strong ties to the tradi-
tions associated with that area. Indeed, cultural factors 
are important contributors to the continuing trend of 
urbanization.

Th e early ecologists could not predict some of the 
trends that have taken place since World War II. Since 
that time, our Eastern and Midwestern cities have 
declined in population while the sprawling Sunbelt cit-
ies of the South and West have gained population and 
business. In addition, cities everywhere are more decen-
tralized because of the automobile. Th e central business 
districts of cities have become less important over time. 
As the cities spread out, urban areas become linked to 
one another in a manner more complex than the early 
urban ecologists could have imagined.

Contemporary urban ecologists (Jones and Lawson, 
1995; Likens 1992) have developed more advanced theo-
ries that take into account some contemporary devel-
opments. Computers and modern statistical techniques 
are used now to analyze the variables that infl uence the 
growth and development of a city.

THE NATURE OF URBAN LIFE ●

Ever since sociologists began writing about communi-
ties, they have been concerned with diff erences between 
rural and urban societies and with changes that take 
place as society moves away from small, homoge-
neous settlements to modern-day, urban centers. Th ese 
changes have been accompanied by a shift in the way 
people interact and cooperate.

Th e Chicago school of sociology, as it was called, pro-
duced a large number of studies dealing with human 
interaction in city communities. Th ose sociologists were 
interested in discovering how the sociological, psycho-
logical, and moral experiences of city life refl ected the 
physical environment.
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sense of identity, but to some extent, this notion is 
rooted in a romantic wish for the good old days when 
most people still lived in small towns and villages that 
were in fact communities and that gave their residents a 
sense of belonging. Yet although the sense of community 
that does develop in urban neighborhoods is not exactly 
like that in small, closely-knit rural communities, it is 
very much present in many sections throughout a city. 
Urban dwellers have a mental map of what diff erent 
parts of their city are like and who lives in them.

Gerald Suttles (1972) found that people living in 
the city draw arbitrary (in terms of physical location) 
but socially meaningful boundary lines between local 
neighborhoods, even though these lines do not always 
refl ect ethnic group composition, socioeconomic status, 
or other demographic variables. In Suttles’s view, urban 
neighborhoods attain such symbolic importance in the 
local culture because they provide a structure according 
to which city residents organize their expectations and 
their behavior. For example, in New York City, the neigh-
borhood of Harlem (once among the most fashionable 
places to live) begins east of Central Park on the north 
side of Ninety-sixth Street and is a place that has sym-
bolic signifi cance for all New Yorkers. Whites often think 
of it as a place where they might not be welcome and that 
is inhabited by African-American and Spanish-speaking 
people. For many African Americans and Hispanics, 
however, Harlem represents the “real” New York City and 
is where most of their daily encounters take place.

Even the urban neighborhoods that are well known, 
that have boundaries clearly drawn by very distinctive 
landmarks, and that have local and even national mean-
ing are not necessarily homogeneous communities. For 
example, New York’s Greenwich Village consists of sev-
eral communities defi ned in terms of ethnicity, lifestyle 
(artists), and subculture (especially homosexual).

Occasionally, a city as a whole can have meaning to 
all or most of its residents and might, for this reason, 
assume some community-like qualities. Consider, for 
example, the community spirit expressed in spontane-
ous celebrations for homecoming World Series or Super 
Bowl winners.

Although urban blocks and neighborhoods can off er 
a rich context for community living, there are some 
inescapably unpleasant facts about urban America that 
make many people decide to live elsewhere. Cities and 
urban areas in general can be crowded, noisy, and pol-
luted; they can be dangerous; and they may have poorer 
schools than those in the suburbs. Consequently, many 
families, especially those with children, choose the sub-
urbs as an alternative to urban life. Other city dwellers, 
such as the elderly living on fi xed incomes, might be 
forced to remain despite their wish to move.

Urban Decline

A grim circle of problems threatens to strangle urban 
areas. Th e migration pattern of the middle class has led 

Social Interaction in Urban Areas

Th e anonymity of social relations and the cultural het-
erogeneity of urban areas give the individual a far greater 
range of personal choices and opportunities than typi-
cally are found in rural communities. People are less likely 
to inherit their occupations and social positions. Rather, 
they can choose and even improve their social positions 
through education, career choice, or marriage. Urbanism 
creates a complicated and multidimensional society, 
with people involved in many types of jobs and roles.

Louis Wirth proposed what is now a widely accepted 
defi nition of city in his classic essay, “Urbanism as a Way 
of Life” (1938). Wirth defi ned the city as a “relatively 
large, dense, and permanent settlement of socially het-
erogeneous individuals.” For years, urban studies tended 
to accept Wirth’s view of the city as an alienating place 
where, because of population density, people hurry by 
one another without personal contact. However, in Th e 

Urban Villagers (1962), Herbert Gans helped refocus the 
way sociologists see urban life. Gans showed that urban-
ites can and do participate in strong and vital com-
munity cultures, and a number of subsequent studies 
have supported this view. For example, researchers in 
Britain found that people who live in cities actually have 
a greater number of social relationships than do rural 
folk (Kasarda and Janowitz, 1974). Other investigators 
have discovered that the high population density typi-
cal of city neighborhoods need not be a deterrent to the 
formation of friendships; under certain circumstances, 
city crowding can even enhance the likelihood that such 
relationships will occur.

With increasing numbers of people, it also becomes 
possible for segments or subgroups of the population to 
establish themselves—each with its own norms, values, 
and lifestyles—as separate from the rest of the commu-
nity. Consequently, the city becomes culturally heteroge-
neous and increasingly complex. As people in an urban 
environment come into contact with so many diff erent 
types of people, typically they also become more toler-
ant of diversity than do rural people.

Although urban areas can be described as alienating 
places in which lonely people live in crowded, interde-
pendent, social isolation, there is another side to the 
coin, one that points to the existence of vital community 
life in the harshest urban landscapes. Further, urban 
areas still provide the most fertile soil for the arts in 
modern society. Th e close association of large numbers 
of people, wealth, communications media, and cultural 
heterogeneity provide an ideal context for aesthetic 
exploration, production, and consumption.

Urban Neighborhoods

People sometimes talk of city neighborhoods as if they 
were all single, united communities, such as Spanish 
Harlem or Little Italy in New York City, or Chinatown in 
San Francisco. Th ose communities do display a strong 
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working-class districts, have tended to provide the hous-
ing vital to poor people not living in conventional families. 
Single-room-occupancy hotels, rooming houses, and even 
“skid row fl ophouses” have provided low-cost accommo-
dations for those who might not be able to come by them 
elsewhere.

Th e traditional homeless population of single older 
men is being supplemented with large numbers of peo-
ple of both sexes, many of whom are mentally ill or drug 
addicted. Th e deinstitutionalization of the mentally ill 
caused many of those who previously would have been 
committed to institutions to become homeless street 
people. Th ey are not necessarily physically dangerous 
but, rather, are disturbed or marginally competent indi-
viduals without supportive families.

In recent years, the downtown sections of many 
American cities have undergone extensive renovation 
and revitalization. Th is gentrifi cation movement has been 
both hailed as an urban renaissance and condemned for 
disrupting urban neighborhoods and displacing inner-
city residents. Gentrifi cation has placed these powerless 
people in direct competition for inner-city space. Th ese 
trends off er a partial explanation for the growing ranks 
of the homeless on the streets of many cities.

to a greater concentration of poor people in the cen-
tral cities, which is refl ected in the loss of revenues for 
many large cities. As the more affl  uent families leave 
urban areas, so do their tax dollars and the money they 
spend in local businesses. In fact, many businesses 
have followed the middle class to the suburbs, taking 
with them both their tax revenues and the jobs that are 
crucial to the survival of urban neighborhoods. Urban 
poverty in the United States is a often a characteristic 
of central cities.

Some cities have experienced a revival. Many middle-
class young adults or older couples whose children have 
left home have begun to fi nd urban life attractive again. 
Th is trend, known as gentrifi cation, has produced an 

upgrading of previously marginal urban areas and the 

replacement of some poor residents with middle-class ones. 
Critics contend that gentrifi cation depletes the hous-
ing supply for the poor. Others counter that it improves 
neighborhoods and increases a city’s tax base. So far, this 
trend has been limited to a number of desirable cities. If 
the trend continues to grow, however, it clearly will have 
a major impact on the future of urban life.

Homelessness

Th ree decades ago, every city had its “skid row” with 
“bums,” “derelicts,” and “vagrants.” Aside from the occa-
sional story about the executive who became an alco-
holic and ended up sleeping in fl ophouses, little interest 
or sympathy was expressed for the denizens of these 
marginal areas of the city.

Today, not only have the words we use to describe 
these people changed but so have our thinking and 
attitudes about them. Th e bum or hobo of the past has 
become today’s “homeless person.” Th e sense of per-
sonal responsibility originally attributed to them has 
been replaced with a view that the homeless are the vic-
tims of a selfi sh, even ruthless society.

What has really changed? Has society become more 
heartless and created more victims, or have we become 
more compassionate and become more aware of the 
problem? Have the numbers of homeless gone up so 
much that we are forced to recognize the issue?

Th e movement to the suburbs of post–World War II 
America emphasized the suburban ideal of a single-fam-
ily home. Th e city was where people worked during the 
day; once nightfall came, they left for the safety of the 
suburban community.

If the movement to the suburbs requires abandoning 
the downtown streets at nightfall, there are still many 
people who do not leave the central city. Th ere are, of 
course, the working-class neighborhoods of the older 
cities where family life goes on in close proximity to the 
central business district, under somewhat less private 
and more crowded conditions than in the suburbs. Th ere 
are also the marginal people for whom downtown pro-
vides alternatives not available elsewhere. Commercial 
and industrial areas, as well as fringe areas in decaying 

Advocates for the homeless often claim that these people are 
on the street because of a lost job, a low minimum wage, or 
a lack of affordable housing. Others point to problems that 
cannot be corrected by economic measures.
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people, predominantly Latin American and Asian in ori-
gin, arrive in the United States, most settling in urban 
areas (Frey, 2000).

Th e impact of immigration is apparent by looking at 
urban areas experiencing the greatest recent population 
gains. Th e population gains in Los Angeles, Houston, 
San Diego, Miami, and Dallas came entirely from inter-
national migration and natural increase. Were it not for 
immigration, the population of these areas would have 
been far smaller or would have outright declined.

Th e second trend involves the aging of the baby 
boomer generation, the 76 million people born between 
1946 and 1964. Th e immigrants are settling in the cities 
while the baby boomers are aging in the suburbs.

Th ese two trends complicate both urban–suburban 
relationships and race and ethnic dynamics. Th e city of 
Los Angeles provides an example of how the two trends 
interact. In Los Angeles, the out-migration of whites to 
the suburbs has coincided with waves of immigration 
of new ethnic minorities. Los Angeles County’s elderly 
population is still mostly white, its working-aged popu-
lation is only about one-third white, and its child popu-
lation is predominantly Hispanic but includes children 
from other racial and ethnic groups. Refl ecting their age, 
the growing racial and ethnic groups in Los Angeles are 
concerned about aff ordable housing, good schools, and 
neighborhoods conducive to raising children. Th e older 
white population is more concerned with health and 
social support services for an aging, dependent popula-
tion. “Whatever else the new urban population profi les 
show, the old models of dealing with cities and suburbs 
will need to be revised to adapt to new demographic 
forces in America today” (Frey, 2000).

Metropolitan trends vary widely according to region. 
Some metropolitan areas are expected to maintain high 
growth rates over the next two decades. Th ose areas are 
primarily in the South and West. However, constraints 
to this expansion are appearing. Th e rate of growth for 
Houston and other southern and western metropolitan 
areas should slow somewhat, and the same pattern will 
occur in most other Sunbelt areas.

Suburban Living

Suburbs are incorporated or unincorporated spatial com-

munities that lie outside the central city but within the 

metropolitan area. According to this defi nition, half of 
the United States population now lives in the suburbs 
(CNN, 2006). (See Figure 16-7.)

Originally, farmers mocked the small-scale agricul-
ture of suburban gardeners. City newspaper editors 
derided the lack of cultural facilities in the suburbs. 
Suburbanites inhabited a territory that did not fi t any 
traditional defi nition of city or country.

In many respects, at least until recently, suburbs have 
served as a dramatic contrast to city life. Suburbs gener-
ally are cleaner than cities, less crowded, less noisy, and 

Advocates for the homeless often claim that these 
people are on the streets because of a lost job, a low mini-
mum wage, or a lack of aff ordable housing. Others point 
to problems that cannot be corrected by economic mea-
sures. Th e mentally ill comprise the largest single category 
of homeless people, dumped onto the streets as a result 
of the deinstitutionalization process. Others who have 
reached adulthood since then have never been institu-
tionalized but would have been during previous decades.

Homelessness was not the intended result of this pro-
cess. Th e original idea was to free the patients from the 
wretched and abusive conditions in mental hospitals 
and to allow them, instead, to be treated in the commu-
nity. However, funding for community treatment never 
materialized and many people ended up on the streets, 
uncared for and unable to care for themselves.

Th e homeless have a variety of problems. A survey by 
the U.S. government’s Housing and Urban Development 
offi  ce found that:

Nearly two-thirds of homeless people suff er from chronic • 
or infectious diseases. Another 9% are suff ering from AIDS.
Th irty-nine percent are mentally ill.• 
One-quarter were abused as children, and 21% were • 
homeless as children.

In recent years, many cities have imposed restric-
tions on the homeless as compassion fatigue has set 
in. People have grown disillusioned with programs for 
the homeless because they appear to have little eff ect. 
Instead, policy makers and the public have used more 
aggressive ways of dealing with the problem. By 1999, all 
50 of the largest cities in the United States had approved 
regulations limiting activities associated with the home-
less such as loitering and sleeping on sidewalks.

Th e deinstitutionalized, the ex-off ender, the addicted, 
the poor, the sick, and the elderly all bring to the central 
city a lifestyle incompatible with that of the new urban 
middle class. Yet these people will not go away simply 
because their housing is eliminated. Th ey remain on our 
streets and tax the strained resources of the remaining 
shelters. Unlike the suburb, the newly gentrifi ed inner 
city cannot close its gates to marginal members of soci-
ety. Finding new alternatives has become imperative.

FUTURE URBAN GROWTH  ●
IN THE UNITED STATES

What will metropolitan areas look like in the future? 
Which cities will grow the most? Which cities will lose 
the most population? One way to answer such questions 
would be to extend into the future the trends of the last 
few decades. Yet doing so would miss some important 
changes that have been taking place in the United States.

Two important trends have had an important impact 
on cities. Th e fi rst trend is the sharp rise in immigra-
tion to the United States. Each year about one million 
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grass height should be about 1.5 inches, and suburban-
ites were quick to follow the recommendation.

Suburban growth slowed during the Depression 
years and the subsequent war years when gasoline 
rationing prevailed. Once the war ended, however, sub-
urban growth resumed. By the mid-1950s, the automo-
bile made it possible for suburbs to exist far beyond the 
range of railroads and trolleys. Popular television shows 
of that era such as Father Knows Best and Leave It to 

Beaver responded to the public sentiment, which was 
turning against the city, and shifted their settings to the 
suburbs.

Th e way in which homes were purchased also infl u-
enced the growth of the suburbs. Before the 1920s, a 
home buyer borrowed 30 to 40% of the cost of the prop-
erty. Mortgage interest payments of 5 or 6% were made 
semiannually. At the end of three to eight years, the prin-
cipal was repaid in one lump sum or the mortgage was 
renegotiated. After the 1920s, savings and loan associa-
tions replaced the informal, individual lender. Following 
World War II, the government guaranteed mortgages 
to veterans. Ex-GIs needed only the smallest of down 
payments to purchase a home, and a building boom 
emerged.

For the children of those families, the suburbs repre-
sented the world, a world ruled by women more than by 
men. Men went to work in the city and returned every 
evening to the suburban landscape. As commuting time 
increased, the fathers looked for jobs in the suburbs and 
began deserting the city altogether. When white-collar 
workers started to appear in the suburbs in large num-
bers, suburbs entered their present stage.

Th e growth of the nation’s suburbs continued 
throughout the century. Th e share of the U.S. population 
that lived in the suburbs doubled from 1900 to 1950 and 
doubled again from 1950 to 2000.

Th e fl ight of more affl  uent city residents to suburbs 
has been attributed to numerous social, political, and 
economic factors. Th ese factors include racial tension 
in cities, superior educational and recreational facilities 
in suburbs, low government investment in central-city 
services and industry, and the construction of highways 
(which facilitated movement between suburban homes 
and central-city jobs).

In the past, people believed the stereotype that sub-
urbs were predominantly white. Th is is no longer the case 
and ignores the heterogeneous growth patterns within 
the suburbs. In the nation’s largest metropolitan areas 
(those with populations exceeding 500,000), minorities 
accounted for 27% of the suburban populations in 2000, 
compared with 19% in 1990 (Frey, 2001). During the 1980s 
and 1990s, some areas saw explosive growth in the num-
ber of African-American suburbanites. Today, there are 
more than 40 metropolitan areas with at least 50,000 
African-American suburbanites. Th e largest suburban 
black population is around Washington, D.C. A second 
large African-American suburb is located outside of 

less crime ridden. Often, their school systems are newer 
and better. Many characteristics of urban life, however, 
have followed people to the suburbs.

Today, we accept without question the sprawling 
landscape of single-family houses on small lots and 
assume that suburbs have always been with us. We give 
little thought to the suburb’s origin. Suburbs, as we know 
them, developed relatively recently and largely without 
any planning. Th ey were a direct response to changes 
that made commuting easier. Well-surfaced roads and 
hundreds of new bridges began to appear in the early 
nineteenth century. Th e steamship also changed matters 
dramatically in the New York City region. Individuals dis-
covered a new lifestyle that included steaming down the 
Hudson River in the early morning and cruising slowly 
upstream in early evening.

Railroads were also instrumental in the develop-
ment of the suburbs. Trains enabled travel in all kinds of 
weather, prompting thousands of upper-class Americans 
to use them. Originally, the railroad companies discour-
aged short-haul commuting, but eventually, demand cre-
ated the commuter train. Suburbs began to blossom all 
along the railroad routes that led to the city. Th ousands 
of middle-income families settled in the suburbs, which 
off ered the advantages of both rural and urban living.

Th e typical suburban house was part farmhouse, part 
urban residence, and it refl ected a desire for open space, 
sanitation, and security. It usually had many large clos-
ets, a large cellar, an attic, a pantry, and a back hall—
even guest rooms.

Suburbanites also started to copy the front lawn that 
was typical of estates and English country homes. Th e 
lawnmower began to appear in the 1880s, and maga-
zines explained the use of the new machines. By the 
1920s, the idea of a smooth, green lawn became widely 
accepted. Lawnmower manufacturers determined that 

FIGURE 16-7 World Urban and Rural Population Trends
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shortages, traffi  c congestion, ethnic tensions, and strug-
gling public schools (Villaraigosa, 2000).

Exurbs

Problems that were once associated with central cities—
traffi  c congestion, overcrowded schools, and the loss of 
open space—have emerged in many suburbs. Th is situ-
ation has motivated some people to move to the more 
rural areas also knows as exurbs.

Exurbs are middle- and upper-middle class commu-

nities in outlying, semirural suburbia. Th ese areas are 
located in a newer, second ring beyond the old suburbs. 
Th ese communities sometimes form around old villages 
or small towns. Th e inhabitants, as a rule, are affl  uent, 
well-educated professionals (Palen, 1995).

Most of the nation’s rapid-growth counties are 
exurbs in expanding metropolitan areas. Exurbs dif-
fer sharply from the traditional suburb. For one thing, 
development in the exurbs is much less dense, emerg-
ing near farms and rural land in the remotest fringes of 
metropolitan areas. For another, suburbs traditionally 
are dependent on the city for jobs and services. Not so 
in the exurb, which creates its own economic base in 
its shopping malls, offi  ce complexes, and decentral-
ized manufacturing plants. Some examples of exurbs 
include Douglas County (Denver); Loudoun County, 
Virginia (Washington, D.C.); and Rockwall, Collin, and 
Williamson counties in Texas (the former two in metro 
Dallas, the last outside Austin).

Why are so many people moving still farther out 
from the central city? Recent research suggests a variety 
of reasons but, on the whole, reasons that are not very 
surprising when we consider the suburban exodus of 
the early postwar era. Basically, exurbanites are similar 
to people a century ago who were seeking the better life 
in romantic suburbs and rustic settings. Today, these 
people expect the services, schools, and shopping areas 
to follow them out of the city. In short, the exurb, like the 
suburb before it, seems to be another step in the quest 
for the American dream.

Urbanism has become a way of life. Although the 
shape and form of metropolitan areas continue to 
change, their infl uence continues to dominate the man-
ner in which we interact with our environment.

SUMMARY ■

Th e size of a population tends to become an increas-• 
ing problem due to exponential growth, in which a 
continuously expanding base rapidly doubles.

Th e annual growth rate in world population has • 
recently declined so that the world’s population now 
doubles every 51 years instead of every 35 years. 
In most developing countries, however, the rate of 
growth is much faster.

Atlanta, where suburban African Americans live in such 
neighborhoods as Brook Glen, Panola Mill, and Wyndham 
Park. Los Angeles also has large numbers of suburban 
African Americans. New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, San 
Francisco, and Miami suburbs have seen growth driven 
by increases in the Asian and Hispanic populations.

One characteristic that still separates suburban 
neighborhoods from city neighborhoods is that sub-
urbs tend to be homogeneous with regard to the stage 
of development of families in their natural life cycle. 
For example, in the suburbs, retired couples rarely live 
among young couples that are just starting to have chil-
dren. A problem of the late twentieth century has been 
suburban sprawl. Suburban sprawl involves the expan-
sion of new residential subdivisions and commercial 
areas, increased use of cars, and segregated use of land 
according to activities.

Th e increased dependence on cars produced by 
sprawl has changed how we live. Many Americans now 
think of the second car as a necessity, not a luxury. For 
suburbanites, sprawl increases commuting time, raises 
the cost of living, and reduces the standard of living.

Sprawl also worsens conditions for poor central-city 
residents because the movement of businesses to sub-
urbs creates a mismatch between where this untapped 
supply of potential workers lives and where jobs are 
located. Public transport is not bridging this gap. Cities 
and suburbs alike face daunting challenges. Our sub-
urbs—from wealthy gated communities, to gritty blue-
collar bungalow and industrial communities, to new 
housing tract developments on the urban fringe—are 
inexorably linked to the fate of nearby cities. In fact, 
many of the places we call suburbs are really small cit-
ies. Th ey, too, confront serious problems: fi scal chal-
lenges, poverty, environmental concerns, crime, housing 

The single-family home, became the symbol of the post–World 
War II suburban building boom. With little or no money down 
and low monthly payments attracting former GIs and their 
families, the U.S. urban landscape and society were changed.
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in settlements where they did not produce their 
own food but could depend on others to meet their 
needs. (2) Some form of social organization beyond 
the family had to exist that was capable of distribut-
ing the surplus to those who needed it.

Th e world’s fi rst fully developed cities arose in the • 
Middle East in what is now Iraq, which was the site 
of the Sumerian civilization.

Preindustrial cities—cities established before the • 
Industrial Revolution—often were walled for pro-
tection and densely packed with residents whose 
occupations, religion, and social class were clearly 
evident from symbols of dress and manners.

Industrial cities are cities established during or after • 
the Industrial Revolution and are characterized by 
large populations that work primarily in industrial 
and service-related jobs.

Th e Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century • 
created new forms of work, as well as new institu-
tions and social classes, and multiplied many times 
over the speed with which humans could exploit the 
resources of their environment. Modern industrial 
cities are thus expansive, often with no clear physical 
boundary separating them from surrounding towns 
and suburbs. Modern industrial cities have become 
centers for banking and manufacturing.

Th e vast majority of people in the United States live • 
in urban areas, though not in cities.

A city is a unit that typically has been incorporated • 
according to the laws of the state within which it is 
located.

Th e legal boundaries of a city seldom encompass all • 
the people and businesses that might be aff ected 
by the social and economic aspects of an urban 
environment.

Although some urban blocks and neighborhoods • 
off er a rich community life, there are also many seri-
ous problems in the cities—crime, pollution, noise, 
poor educational and social services, and so on-
that make many people want to live elsewhere.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to 
help you complete that special project or do some 
research on your own.

Much of the world’s growth in population in the next • 
few decades will take place in developing countries.

Demography is the study of the size and composi-• 
tion of human populations as well as of the causes.

Demography is infl uenced by three major factors: • 
fertility, mortality, and migration.

Life expectancy is usually determined more by infant • 
mortality than by adult mortality.

Rapid population growth in the third world is largely • 
due to an increase in life expectancy rather than to a 
rise in the birthrate.

Migration is the movement of populations from one • 
geographical area to another.

Historically, migration has had less impact on popu-• 
lation change in an area than has either fertility or 
mortality.

Th e core of the population problem, according to • 
Th omas Malthus, is that populations will always 
grow faster than the available food supply because 
resources increase arithmetically, whereas popula-
tion increases geometrically.

According to demographic transition theory, societ-• 
ies pass through four stages of population change 
as they move from high fertility and mortality to 
relatively low fertility and mortality. Th is theory 
accurately describes the population changes that 
have occurred in Western society with the advance 
of industrialism; it does not, however, explain popu-
lation trends in the underdeveloped world today.

Developing countries have experienced a much • 
faster drop in death rates than Western societies did, 
without a comparable rate of increase in economic 
development.

In developing countries, the birthrate, which has not • 
fallen as fast or as consistently as it did in Western 
countries, has become an increasingly serious 
problem.

Some people believe that the population crisis will • 
be avoided through wider application of existing 
technologies, the discovery of new resources, or an 
exponential growth in knowledge.

Population growth is leading to increasing urbaniza-• 
tion, and the pace is accelerating in the nonindus-
trial world.

For the vast majority of time humans have lived • 
on earth, they have lived without cities, which 
have appeared only within the past 7,000 to 9,000 
years, coinciding with the rise of what we know as 
civilization.

Th e industrialized areas of the world are already • 
heavily urban, and the rate of urbanization is slowing.

Two requirements had to be met for cities to emerge. • 
(1) Th ere had to be a surplus of food and other 
necessities so that some people could aff ord to live 

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation presented below.

 a. Fertility
 b. Fecundity
 c. Crude birthrate
 d. Total fertility rate
 e. Crude death rate
 f.  Infant mortality 

rate

 g. Life expectancy
 h. Emigration
 i. Immigration
 j. Internal migration
 k. Preventive checks
 l. Positive checks
 m. Dependency ratio

 n.  Second demographic 
transition

 o. Concentric zone model
 p. Sector model
 q. Multiple nuclei model
 r. Gentrifi cation
 s. Exurbs

     1. The annual number of births per 1,000 population

     2. Practices such as birth control and delay of marriage that limit reproduction

     3. The moving of a population within a nation’s boundary lines

     4. Middle-class people moving into formerly low-income areas and upgrading them

     5. Average number of years a person born in a particular year can expect to live

     6. A population moving out of an area or nation

     7. The decline of fertility below replacement

     8. Middle- and upper-middle class communities found in outlying semirural suburbia

     9. The physiological ability to have children

     10. The actual number of births in the population

     11. The number of people of nonworking age in a society for every 100 people of working age

     12. The movement of a population within a nation’s boundary

     13. A model of urban development in which areas with distinct characteristics evolve based on their 
distance from core of the city

     14. A model of urban development in which groups establish themselves along transportation 
 arteries

     15. The annual number of deaths per 1000 population

     16. Events such as war, famines, and epidemics, which Malthus believed limited population growth 
by causing large number of deaths

     17. A model of urban development stressing the location of many different industries as centers of 
different kinds of activity

     18. The average number of children born to a woman in her lifetime

 19. The number of children who die within the fi rst year of life per 1000 live births

Match the thinkers with their main ideas or contributions.

a. Paul Ehrlich d. Herbert Gans f. Jane Jacobs
b. Thomas Malthus e. Louis Wirth g. Robert Park, Ernest Burgess
c. Karl Marx

     1. In “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” argued that because of its population density, the city was 
alienating and made for impersonal relationships
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     2. A pioneer in the study of population, he believed natural laws governed their growth and that 
population would grow faster than food supply

     3. Argued that industrial capitalism was the real cause of overpopulation

     4. Founded the Chicago school of sociology; developed the sector model of urban growth

     5. Challenged the prevailing view of cities as alienating and, through his research, demonstrated 
that urban residents do participate in strong, vital village-like community cultures

     6. In The Death and Life of Great American Cities, argued that the block, rather than the neighbor-
hood, was the basic unit of city life and social control

     7. A twentieth-century writer who warned about the catastrophic consequences of unchecked 
population growth

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. Identify the four stages of the population development according to demographic transition theory.

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

d. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Defi ne and present an example of the second demographic transition. 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Identify three factors that allowed Europe to avoid the demographic fate predicted by Malthus.

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

4. With fewer children being born in certain countries, the ratio of older people to younger people is 
growing. What are three consequences of this changing ratio?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Identify three reasons the dire ecological predictions made in the 1970s were wrong.

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

6. What are the two effects of migration of rural populations into urban centers?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________
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7. In the debate over homelessness, some people blame the personal characteristics of the homeless, oth-
ers blame public policy. Identify at least one aspect of the homeless population and one example of 
public policy that contribute to the existence of homelessness.

a. Personal factors:  ___________________________________________________________________________

b. Policy factors:  _____________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Some people, including some sociologists, have theorized that city life requires most relationships to 
be impersonal and narrow. What aspects of cities might lead to such a conclusion? Other people, in-
cluding some sociologists, argue that urban life is personally as rich and robust as life in rural areas, per-
haps more so. What aspects of cities might contribute to this interpersonal robustness?

2. Imagine two confl icting scenarios for the future of the earth and its people, one more pessimistic, the 
other more optimistic. Be as specifi c as you can about these scenarios and consider especially the de-
mographics and the dynamics of population growth. What kinds of policies would each scenario sug-
gest for advanced countries, and for underdeveloped countries?

Internet Activities ●

1. For more on world population, http://www.geography.learnontheinternet.co.uk/topics/popn.html has 
easily understood graphics and good links. http://www.worldometers.info/ provides running tabulations 
of demographic statistics.

2. At Gapminder (http://www.gapminder.org/), you can create charts that plot countries of the world. 
Many of the variables you can select relate to population, urbanization, and energy use. The site has an 
excellent tutorial, which you should watch fi rst.

3. For a graphic representation of the models of urban growth in this chapter, see http://www.cs.ucr.edu/
rgl/projects/interactiveCities/interactiveCities.html. It has a PowerPoint presentation of some of these 
ideas as well as 15-second animations simulating the growth of two types of region. Urban sprawl is dis-
cussed at http://www.sprawlcity.org/. At the other end of the spectrum, http://www.carfree.com/ has 
photos and maps of cities and parts of cities with no cars.

  SimCity is an urban simulation game sold commercially. A free simulation called LinCity (developed 
originally on a Linux platform but can run on Windows exists). You are required to build and maintain a 
city. You must feed, house, and provide jobs and goods for your residents. You can build a sustainable 
economy with the help of renewable energy and recycling, or you can go for broke and build rockets 
to escape from a pollution ridden and resource starved planet.” The game is available at http://lincity.
sourceforge.net/.

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. c; 2. k; 3. j; 4. r; 5. g; 6. h; 7. n; 8. s; 9. b; 10. a; 11. m; 12. i; 13. o; 14. p; 15. e; 16. l; 17. q; 18. 
d; 19. f

Answers to Key Thinkers

1. e; 2. b; 3. c; 4. g; 5. d; 6. f; 7. a

http://www.geography.learnontheinternet.co.uk/topics/popn.html
http://www.worldometers.info/
http://www.gapminder.org/
http://www.cs.ucr.edu/rgl/projects/interactiveCities/interactiveCities.html
http://www.cs.ucr.edu/rgl/projects/interactiveCities/interactiveCities.html
http://www.sprawlcity.org/
http://www.carfree.com/
http://lincity.sourceforge.net/
http://lincity.sourceforge.net/
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be corrected. Th at means the most common question 
prompted by distressing prenatal test results is not, “How 
can we fi x it?” It is: “Should this pregnancy continue?”

In the weeks ahead, Tierney and Greg will make a 
journey through uncharted terrain, fi lled with fears and 
tears. Th ey will be tested and torn, changing their minds 
repeatedly as they confront a new reality amid the ache 
of lost dreams.

Researchers say they have deciphered the blueprint 
of human development—the genetic code that acts as 
the operating instructions for creating life. Th at achieve-
ment is expected to drive prenatal screening into the 
realm of science fi ction. Th en what? Does a woman carry 
to term a baby susceptible to mental illness? Cancer? 
Obesity? Infertility?

Already, hard science has far outpaced the emotional 
side of the equation. People can learn a great deal about 
their unborn children, but no one tells them how to 
handle that knowledge, or what the future might hold 
(excerpted from Zuckoff , 1999).

Medicine and health care issues are intertwined with 
our social, emotional and cultural life. In this chapter, 
we examine these interactions as we explore health and 
illness.

THE EXPERIENCE OF ILLNESS ●

Illness not only involves the body, but it also aff ects 
the individual’s social relationships, self image, and 
behavior. Being defi ned as “sick” has consequences that 
are independent of any physiological eff ects. Talcott 
Parsons (1951) has suggested that to prevent the poten-
tially disruptive consequences of illness on a group or 
society, a sick role exists. Th e sick role is a shared set of 

cultural norms that legitimates deviant behavior caused 

by the illness and channels the individual into the health 

care system. According to Parsons, the sick role has four 
components. First, the sick person is excused from nor-
mal social responsibilities except to the extent that he or 
she is supposed to do whatever is necessary to get well. 
Second, the sick person is not held responsible for his or 
her condition and is not expected to recover by an act 
of will. Th ird, the sick person must recognize that being 
ill is undesirable and must want to recover. Finally, the 
sick person is obligated to seek medical care and coop-
erate with the advice of the designated experts, notably 
the physicians. In this sense, although sick people are 
not blamed for their illnesses, they must work toward 
regaining their health.

Th e sick role concept is based on the perspective that 
all roads lead to medical care, which tends to create a 
doctor-centered picture with the illness being viewed 
from outside the individual. Some (Schneider and 
Conrad, 1983; Strauss and Glaser, 1975) have suggested 
that the actual subjective experience of being sick should 
be examined more closely. Th ese researchers suggest 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the 
following:

Know what sociologists mean by the sick role. ◗

Describe the basic characteristics of the U.S. health  ◗

care system.

Understand the link between demographic factors  ◗

and health.

Describe the three major models of illness prevention. ◗

Describe the basic demographic features of the older  ◗

population in the United States.

Tierney looks radiant in a new black-and-white 
striped dress, smiling and chatting about the gentle 
bulge in her normally fl at stomach. She lies on a table in 
the obstetrics room of St. Francis Hospital. Her husband 
Greg sits in a chair beside her, watching as a technician 
begins the routine ultrasound test that is their last task 
before a weeklong vacation on Martha’s Vineyard.

Th e technician, Maryann, strokes Tierney’s belly 
with a sonogram wand, using sound waves to create a 
picture of the life inside. Greg studies the video screen, 
fascinated by the details emerging from what looks like 
a half-developed Polaroid: an arm here, a leg there, a 
tiny face in profi le; then the internal organs: brain, liver, 
kidneys.

“I’m having a hard time seeing the heart. Maybe the 
baby’s turned,” Maryann says calmly.

Th en it appears, pumping in a confi dent rhythm. She 
stops the moving image, capturing a vivid cross-section, 
and Greg remembers his high-school biology.

“All mammals have four chambers in the heart,” Greg 
thinks to himself. “Th ere are only three chambers there.”

“You know,” Maryann says tactfully, “I’m not as good 
at this as some other people. Maybe somebody else 
should take a look.” She tries to mask her alarm as she 
leaves the room.

Th e inescapable truth is staring at Tierney and Greg 
from the silent screen: Th ere is no fourth chamber. Th ere 
is a hole in the heart. And not just any hole, they will soon 
learn. It is a telltale sign of Down syndrome, a genetic 
stew of physical defects and mental retardation.

A hole in the heart—in their baby’s and, suddenly, in 
their own.

Tierney and Greg Fairchild have just entered a world 
of technological wizardry and emotional uncertainty 
called “prenatal screening.” It is a confusing place where 
even the name is misleading; abortion screening is more 
accurate.

Most disorders tested for today—including Down syn-
drome, muscular dystrophy, and cystic fi brosis—cannot 
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Gender and Health

You probably are aware of the striking diff erences in life 
expectancy between men and women. Th e life expec-
tancy of women in the United States has been continu-
ously higher than that for men since records began being 
kept. Even though the life expectancy for both men and 
women has increased, the increase has been greater for 
women. Between 1940 and 2006, life expectancy at birth 
has increased by 15 years for women and 14.3 years for 
men (National Center for Health Statistics, 2009).

In 1900, women could expect to live an average of two 
years longer than men. By the 1970s, life expectancy for 
women was seven years greater than for men. Th at num-
ber has since decreased to 5.1 years in 2006, when males 
lived an average of 75.1 years and women an average of 
80.2 (National Center for Health Statistics, 2009).

Women have historically had high rates of death 
from complications related to pregnancy and childbirth. 
But improvements in prenatal and obstetric care have 
dramatically decreased the risk of pregnancy-related 
deaths.

Today, women of all ages experience lower mortal-
ity rates. Th is diff erence is partly because men are three 
times more likely to die from unintentional injuries, 
homicide, or suicide than women. And programs to 
address these causes of death have achieved very slow 
progress during the past 50 years compared to programs 
for other causes of death. Studies also show that men are 
less likely to seek medical attention for health-related 
problems than are women and, when they do seek care, 
they are less likely to comply with medical instructions 
(AmeriStat, December 2002). Th e leading cause of death 
among both women and men is heart disease. Women’s 
higher levels of estrogen seem to provide protection 
against the incidence and severity of heart disease. In 
recent decades, the growth of estrogen replacement 
therapy for older women has also helped reduce deaths 
from heart disease.

Women suff er from illness and disability more fre-
quently than do men, but their health problems are usu-
ally not as life threatening as those encountered by men. 
Women, of course, do suff er from most of the same dis-
eases as men. Th e diff erence is at what point in life they 
encounter those diseases. For example, coronary heart 
disease is a leading cause of death for women older than 
66, but for men, it is the leading killer after age 39.

Men appear to have lower life expectancies than 
women because of biological and sociological reasons. 
Males are at a biological disadvantage compared to 
females, as seen by the higher mortality rates from the 
prenatal and neonatal (newborn) stages onward.

Although the percentages might vary from year to 
year, the chances of dying during the prenatal stage are 
approximately 12% greater among males than among 
females, and 130% greater during the newborn stage. 
Neonatal disorders common in male rather than in 

that we should focus more on individuals’ perceptions 
of illness, their interactions with others, and the eff ects 
of the illness on the person’s identity.

At the same time, society tends to defi ne what 
should be considered a medical issue. Over the years, 
many issues have become medical issues that were 
not considered such before. Medicalization is the pro-

cess by which nonmedical problems become defi ned and 

treated as medical problems, usually in terms of illness 

or disorder. Of late, such things as alcoholism, drug 
abuse, battering, gender confusion, obesity, anorexia 
and bulimia, and a host of reproductive issues from 
infertility to menopause have undergone medicaliza-
tion (Conrad, 1992).

Health Care in the United States

Th e United States has the most advanced health care 
resources in the world. We can scan a brain for tumors, 
reconnect nerve tissues and reattach severed limbs 
through microsurgery, and eliminate diseases such as 
poliomyelitis, which crippled a president.

We can do all this and much more; yet many consider 
our health care system wholly inadequate to meet the 
needs of all Americans. Critics maintain that the U.S. 
health care system is one that pays off  only when the 
patient can pay.

Th e American health care system has been described 
as “acute, curative, [and] hospital based” (Knowles, 
1977). Th is statement implies that our approach to 
medicine is organized around the cure or control of seri-
ous diseases and repairing physical injuries, rather than 
caring for the sick or preventing disease. Th e American 
medical-care system is highly technological, specialized, 
and increasingly centralized.

Medical-care workers include some of the highest-
paid employees (physicians) in our nation and some 
of the lowest paid. About three-quarters of all medical 
workers are women, although the majority of doctors 
for the time being are men. Many of the workers are 
members of minority groups, and most come from low-
er-middle-class backgrounds. Th e majority of the physi-
cians are white and upper-middle class.

Th e medical-care workforce can be pictured as a 
broad-based triangle with a small number of highly paid 
physicians and administrators at the top. Th ose people 
control the administration of medical-care services. 
As one moves toward the bottom of the triangle, there 
are increasing numbers of much lower-paid workers 
with little or no authority in the health-care organiza-
tion. Th is triangle is further layered with more than 300 
licensed occupational categories of medical workers.

Th ere is practically no movement of workers from 
one category to another because each requires its own 
specialized training and qualifi cations (Conrad and 
Kern, 1986).
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female babies include respiratory diseases, digestive dis-
eases, certain circulatory disorders of the aorta and pul-
monary artery, and bacterial infections. Th e male seems 
to be more vulnerable than the female even before being 
exposed to the diff erent social roles and stress situations 
of later life.

Th ere are a number of sociological factors that also 
play an important role in the diff erent life expectancies 
of men and women. Men are more likely to place them-
selves in dangerous situations both at work and during 
leisure activities. Th erefore, it should be no surprise that 
accidents cause more than three times as many deaths 

among younger males than among females. Men also 
are concentrated in some of the most dangerous jobs, 
such as structural steel workers, loggers, bank guards, 
coal miners, and state police. Th e rates of alcohol use, 
high-speed driving, and participation in violent sports 
are also much higher among men and contribute to the 
diff erences.

Although men have shorter life expectancies, women 
appear to be sick more often. Women have high rates 
of acute illnesses such as infectious and parasitic dis-
eases, digestive problems, and respiratory conditions as 
well as chronic illnesses such as hypertension, arthritis, 

Th e widening of the sex diff erential in life expectancy 
has been a central feature of mortality trends in devel-
oped countries in the twentieth century. In 1900, in 
Europe and North America, women typically outlived 
men by two or three years.

Today, the average gap between the sexes is roughly 
seven years but exceeds 13 years in parts of the former 
Soviet Union because of the unusually high levels of male 
mortality. Th is diff erential refl ects the fact that in most 
nations, females have lower mortality than males in 

every age group and for most causes of death. Female life 
expectancy now exceeds 80 years in more than 30 coun-
tries and is approaching this level in many other nations. 
Th e gender diff erential usually is smaller in developing 
countries, commonly in the one to three-year range, and 
even is reversed in a handful of African countries such 
as Zambia or Niger, where cultural factors (such as low 
female social status and preference for male rather than 
female off spring) are thought to contribute to higher 
male than female life expectancy at birth.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

Women Live Longer than Men throughout the World
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diabetes, and colitis. Some have suggested that women 
might not be sick more often but might just be more sen-
sitive to bodily discomforts and more willing to report 
them to a doctor. (See “Global Sociology: Women Live 
Longer than Men throughout the World.”)

Men are just as vulnerable to psychiatric problems as 
are women. A key diff erence, however, is that men, when 
emotionally disturbed, are likely to act out through 
drugs, liquor, and antisocial acts, whereas women dis-
play behaviors that show an internalization of their 
problems, such as depression or phobias (Hoyert, 2001).

Th e gap between male and female life expectancy 
during most of the twentieth century was attributed pri-
marily to the fact that men smoked more than women. 
But in recent decades, the prevalence of smoking among 
women has increased while the prevalence among men 
has declined (Hoyert, 2001).

Race and Health

Th ere are signifi cant diff erences in the health of the vari-
ous racial groups in the United States. Asian Americans 
have the best health profi le, followed by whites. African 
Americans and Native Americans display the worst 
health data (see Table 17-1).

Th ere are glaring disparities in childhood mortality 
of the white and black populations. Th e infant mortality 
rate for African Americans is more than twice that for 
white infants. In some cities, such as Washington, D.C., 
the infant mortality rate is similar to that in developing 
countries (Bureau of the Census, 2009).

Many of the same problems that face mothers in 
less-developed countries are factors in the high infant 
mortality rate among African Americans. For example, 
black women giving birth are 2.5 times as likely as white 
mothers to be younger than 18, nearly one-third have 
fewer than twelve years of education, and 40% have not 
received prenatal care during the crucial fi rst trimester 
of pregnancy. Consequently, low-birth-weight babies are 
more than twice as common among African Americans 
than among whites. Th ere are high numbers of prema-
ture births among African Americans also.

Life expectancies for whites and blacks also diff er 
markedly. Th e African-American male has the lowest life 
expectancy of any racial category. In 2006, a black male 
baby had a life expectancy of 69.7 years. For a white male 
baby, the fi gure was 75.7 years. Th e data for white and 
black females show 80.6 and 76.5 years, respectively 
(CDC, 2009).

Black health fi gures have changed in the past ten 
years. Homicide and HIV were both one of the fi ve lead-
ing causes of death until the mid-1990s. As deaths due 
to HIV disease and homicide declined, diabetes became 
one of the top fi ve causes of death.

Th e health situation for Hispanic Americans is also 
worse than for Anglo-Americans. Studies show that 
Hispanic Americans have a higher infant mortality rate, 
a shorter life expectancy, and higher rates of death from 
infl uenza, pneumonia, diabetes, and accidents. Hispanic 
death rates for heart disease and cancer are lower than 
those for whites.

Native Americans have shown an improvement in 
overall health since 1950. Native Americans have the 
lowest cancer rates in the United States, and their mor-
tality rates from heart disease are lower than those of 
the general population as well. In other areas, Native 
Americans fare much worse than other groups, how-
ever. Th eir mortality rates from diabetes are 2.3 times 
that of the general population. Th e complications from 
diabetes take a further toll by increasing the probabil-
ity of kidney disease and blindness. Native Americans 
also suff er from high rates of venereal disease, hepatitis, 
tuberculosis, alcoholism, and alcohol-related diseases 
such as cirrhosis of the liver, gastrointestinal bleeding, 
and dietary defi ciency.

Th e suicide rate for Native Americans is 20% higher 
than for the general population. Native-American sui-
cide victims are generally younger than those of other 
groups, with their suicide rate peaking between ages 15 
and 39. For the general population, suicide peaks after 
age 40.

Mortality rates for Asian and Pacifi c Islanders are 
lower than expected, given their social and economic 
status in the United States. Th e leading causes of death 

TABLE 17-1 Leading Causes of Death by Race

White Black Asian or Pacifi c Islander

1. Heart disease 1. Heart disease 1. Cancer

2. Cancer 2. Cancer 2. Heart disease

3. Blood-vessel disease 3. Blood-vessel disease 3. Blood-vessel disease

4. Respiratory disease 4. Diabetes 4. Accidents

5. Accidents 5. Accidents 5. Diabetes

6. Alzheimer’s disease 6. Liver disease 6. Pneumonia

7. Diabetes 7. Kidney disease 7. Respiratory disease

8. Pneumonia 8. Respiratory disease 8. Suicide

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007; National Vital Statistics, “Deaths: Leading Causes for 2007,” 
Melonie Heron, 56, no. 5, November 20, www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr56/nvsr56_05.pdf, accessed July 10, 2009.

www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr56/nvsr56_05.pdf
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more likely to smoke, be overweight, and have low physi-
cal activity levels. Studies that have tried to account for 
these risk factors have shown that this is only part of the 
explanation, suggesting that the relationship between 
social class and health is more complex (National Center 
for Health Statistics, 2000).

Poverty contributes to disease and a shortened life 
span, both directly and indirectly. An estimated 25 million 
Americans do not have enough money to feed themselves 
adequately and, as a result, suff er from serious nutritional 
defi ciencies that can lead to illness and death.

Poverty also produces living conditions that encour-
age illness. Pneumonia, infl uenza, alcoholism, drug 
addiction, tuberculosis, whooping cough, and even rat 
bites are much more common in poor minority popula-
tions than among middle-class ones.

Inadequate housing, heating, and sanitation all con-
tribute to those acute medical problems, as does the U.S. 
fee-for-service system that links medical care to the abil-
ity to pay.

An example of how social class can account for race 
diff erences with respect to health issues can be seen by 
examining the health data of Asian Americans. Asian 
Americans have the highest levels of income, education, 
and employment of any racial or ethnic minority in the 
United States, often exceeding those of the general white 
population. At the same time, the lowest age-adjusted 
mortality rates in the United States are among Asian 
Americans. Even though heart disease is the leading cause 
of death for Asian Americans, their mortality from this 
disease is less than that for whites and for other minori-
ties. Deaths from homicide and suicide are particularly 
low for Asian Americans. Th e infant mortality rates for 
Asian Americans range between 5 and 6 per 1,000, which 
are lower than those for whites. Although infant mortal-
ity rates are only one indicator of health within a group, 
they are nevertheless an important measure of the qual-
ity of life experienced by that population.

Studies of life expectancy show that on every mea-
sure, social class infl uences longevity. At age 65, white 
men in the highest income families can expect to live 3.1 
years longer than white men in the lowest income fami-
lies. (See “Our Diverse Society: Why Isn’t Life Expectancy 
in the United States Higher?”)

Age and Health

As advances in medical science lengthen the life span 
of most Americans, the problem of medical care for the 
aged becomes more acute. In 1900, there were only 3.1 
million Americans 65 or older, a group that constituted 
a mere 4% of the total population. Today, however, there 
are nearly 38 million Americans aged 65 or older, a full 
13% of the total population. Th is change in the age struc-
ture of the American population has had important 
consequences for health and health care (Bureau of the 
Census, 2009)

for this group are heart disease and cancers rather than 
injuries, suicide, or homicide as in other ethnic groups. 
Studies show that Asians experience an immigrant 
advantage, which might contribute to their good health. 
International migrants are usually healthy and optimis-
tic individuals who tend to eat better and take care of 
their overall health more conscientiously than non-im-
migrants. Although the Asian population in the United 
States includes a high proportion of recent immigrants, 
the immigrant advantage alone does not fully account 
for the good health of Asian Americans (National Center 
for Health Statistics, 2009).

Social Class and Health

It should surprise no one that poverty and the diffi  cult 
life circumstances that accompany it, such as inad-
equate housing, malnutrition, stress, and violence, 
increase your chance of getting sick. Recognition of the 
link between poverty and disease has existed for more 
than a century. One diff erence, however, is that research-
ers in the past saw high disease rates among the poor as 
a moral weakness.

In 1891, John Shaw Billings, the surgeon general of 
the United States at that time, after examining records 
from diff erent hospitals, came to the surprising con-
clusion for that time that lower-income patients 
had higher death rates than those with more money. 
Billings decided that this refl ected the moral failing 
of “a distinct class of people who are structurally and 
almost necessarily idle, ignorant, intemperate and 
more or less vicious, who are failures or the descen-
dants of failures” (Billings, 1891).

Part of the reason the poor have higher death rates 
is because they have less access to high-quality medical 
care and good nutrition and are less likely to feel they 
have control over their life circumstances. Th ey are also 

African American males have the shortest life expectancy of 
people in any racial group.
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Th e United States has one of the most advanced 
health care systems in the world, with thousands of 
highly qualifi ed doctors, and its medical research pro-
duces life-saving breakthroughs on a regular basis. 
Yet its life expectancy is not the best in the world. Th e 
Japanese have the longest life expectancy, and people 
in Australia, France, Spain, and Italy also live longer 
than they do in the United States.

One of the ways to understand why the U.S. life 
expectancy is not higher is to realize that the United 
States includes many groups who have vastly diff erent 
life experiences. Some groups have life expectancies 
signifi cantly above the average, others signifi cantly 
below the average. Some of the reasons the average 
life expectancy in the United States is not higher 
include the following:

In the United States, some groups, such as Na-• 
tive Americans, rural African Americans, and the 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Why Isn’t Life Expectancy in the United States Higher?

Th U it d
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inner-city poor, have extremely poor health more 
characteristic of a poor developing country rather 
than of a rich industrialized one.
Th e United States is one of the leading countries • 
for cancers related to tobacco use, especially lung 
cancer. Tobacco use also causes chronic lung 
disease.
Americans exhibit a high coronary heart disease • 
rate, which has dropped in recent years but re-
mains high.
High rates of HIV infection exist among young • 
minority-group members.
Th e United States has fairly high levels of violence, • 
especially homicides, when compared to other 
industrial countries.

Source: World Health Organization, “World Development 
Report 2009,” Washington, D.C., April 2009.

At the turn of the twentieth century, more Americans 
were killed by pneumonia, infl uenza, tuberculosis, infec-
tions of the digestive tract, and other microorganism 
diseases than by any other cause. By comparison, only 
8% of the population died of heart disease and 4% of can-
cer. Today, this situation is completely reversed. Heart 
disease, cancer, and stroke and its related disorders are 
now the three most common causes of death. Th ose dis-
eases are tied to the bodily deterioration that is a natural 
part of the aging process.

Th e result of these changes in health patterns is 
increased hospitalization for those older than 65. Only 
1% of all Americans are institutionalized in medical 
facilities. However, of those 65 and older, 5% are institu-
tionalized in convalescent homes, homes for the aged, 
hospitals, and mental hospitals.

Education and Health

Th e age-adjusted death rate for those with less than a 
high school diploma or equivalent is 13.8% higher than 
the rate for those with a high school diploma or equiva-
lent and 2.6 times the death rate for those with some col-
lege or collegiate degree (CDC, 2009 Report).

We usually assume that the benefi ts of a college edu-
cation include higher incomes and a richer intellectual 
life. We should also add better health to the list. Death 
rates for those with a college education are considerably 
lower than for those with less education and particularly 

for those who have not completed high school. Th ose 
with a college education do not just live longer, but those 
extra years are actually healthier, more active years. 
Th is is partly because college-educated people are less 
likely to smoke or take part in risky behavior (AmeriStat, 
August 2002).

Cigarette smoking by adults is strongly associated 
with educational attainment. Adults with less than a 
high school education were almost three times as likely 
to smoke as those with a bachelor’s degree or more 
education. Th e percentage of high school students who 
smoke cigarettes increased in the early 1990s, but since 
1997, the percentage of students who smoke has declined 
(Pastor, Makuc, and Xia, 2002). (For a related discussion, 
see “Day-to-Day Sociology: Marijuana: A Benign Drug or 
a Health Problem?”)

Women in Medicine

Women have always played a major role in U.S. health 
care and, by the late nineteenth century, the United 
States was a leader in the training of female doctors. In 
the twentieth century, the number of women in medi-
cal schools dropped markedly when a review of medical 
education closed many medical schools that had served 
them. Th ere were fewer female physicians in Boston in 
1950 than there had been in 1890.

Th e rise of the women’s movement and affi  rma-
tive action created an atmosphere more conducive 
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In 2007 in Oakland, California, Oaksterdam University 
was founded to train students how to profi t from sell-
ing marijuana. Th eir faculty includes many people 
working to legalize the drug. Marijuana was legalized 
in California in 1996 for medical reasons. Since then, 
many doctors have been writing prescriptions for the 
drug for people with borderline medical needs for it.

At the same time, the United Nations has found 
that marijuana is the most widely used illegal drug in 
the world. An estimated 146 million people use it each 
year. A substantial amount of marijuana is grown in 
the United States, and a large amount comes into the 
country from Mexico. Th e Mexican drug cartels get 
about 70% of their 38 billion dollars profi ts from U.S. 
marijuana sales.

People are readily willing to admit that cocaine, 
methamphetamine, and heroin are addictive. Yet, 
many people believe marijuana is not addictive. It 
has been romanticized by musicians as diverse as 
Bob Dylan and Louis Armstrong. Some states have 
decriminalized usage, and proposals to legalize it 
have gained momentum around the country.

At normal levels, marijuana produces a relaxed 
euphoria. Taken in excess, a variety of unpleasant 
symptoms, ranging from anxiety and panic attacks 
to disorientation can occur, and long-term use can 
increase the risk of developing schizophrenia or 
other psychoses. It is common to smoke marijuana, 
which increases the risk of lung cancer, respiratory 
disease, and cardiovascular problems.

A variety of studies have found that between 2 and 
3% of marijuana users become addicted within two 
years of fi rst trying the drug. About 10% will become 
addicted at some point. According to a 2007 report 
by the Substance Abuse and mental Health Service 
Administration, admissions for marijuana and hash-
ish addictions are greater than for heroin, cocaine 

and methamphetamine. A study of fi rst-year col-
lege students at a mid-Atlantic university found one 
in ten reported problems related to marijuana use, 
such as concentration problems (40.1%) or putting 
themselves in physical danger (24.3%).

Marijuana addiction typically does not kill, wreck 
careers, or produce the sort of tragedies that make 
headlines. Memory of such events can keep a heroin 
user or alcoholic from relapsing. Th e less dramatic 
impact of marijuana addiction makes it easier to 
ignore; research shows that breaking from marijuana 
addiction can be very diffi  cult.

People addicted to marijuana note that they are 
unable to move forward in their personal and profes-
sional lives while in a constant state of intoxication. 
Addiction has the potential to damage relationships 
and lead to arrest. Withdrawal symptoms include 
irritability, anger, nervousness, diffi  culty sleeping, 
and a variety of physical ailments.

If marijuana addiction were benign, thousands 
of people would not be seeking help each year. In 
recent years, the percentage of people in treatment 
who cited marijuana as their primary problem has 
more than doubled to 16% from 7% in 1993. Among 
illegal drugs, only opiates are more of a problem than 
marijuana.

Sources: Roger A. Roff man, Robert S. Stephens (eds.), Can-

nabis Dependence: Its Nature, Consequences, and Treatment, 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006; United 
Nations Offi  ce of Drugs and Crime, 2004 World Drug Report, 
United Nations Publications Sales, no. E. 04.XI.16, 2004; K. 
M. Caldeira, A. M. Arria, K. E. O’Grady, K. B. Vincent, and E. 
D. Wish, “Th e Occurrence of Cannabis Use Disorders and 
Other Cannabis-Related Problems among First-Year College 
Students,” Addictive Behaviors 33, no. 3 (March, 2008):397–
411; Kershaw, Sarah and Rebecca Cathcart, (2009) “Reefer 
Madness,” Th e New York Times, St 1,2, July 19.
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to women becoming physicians. In 1960, only 5.8% of 
incoming medical students were female, but the pro-
portion increased to 13.7% in 1971 following the pas-
sage of the Equal Opportunity Act. A good predictor 
of this trend continuing is that in 2007, 48.5% of new 
entrants into medical school were women. Women 
also represent 34% of all medical faculty compared 
to 26% in 1998 (American Association of Medical 
Colleges, 2008).

Female physicians earn less than male doctors. 
According to the American Medical Association, salaries 

of female family practitioners average 86% of that earned 
by men. Th e earnings ratio is higher for women who have 
been practicing medicine for 20 years or more.

Several factors account for these diff erences. Th e 
average woman in medical practice is younger and less 
experienced than the average man. She also earns less 
than a man partly because she works fewer hours, 55 a 
week compared with 61 for men. Doctors usually are not 
paid by the hour, but those in private practice are paid 
according to how many patients they see; fewer hours 
translate into fewer patients and less income.



PART 5 SOCIAL CHANGE AND SOCIAL ISSUES400

Acquired Immunodefi ciency Syndrome

Th e Centers for Disease Control (CDC) defi nes acquired 
immunodefi ciency syndrome (AIDS) as a specifi c group 
of diseases or conditions that are indicative of severe 
immunosuppression related to infection with the human 
immunodefi ciency virus (HIV).

Of the 551,932 persons living with AIDS at the end 
of 2007, 48% were black, 33% were white, 17% were 
Hispanic, 1% were Asian/Pacifi c Islander, and less than 
1% were American Indian/Alaska Native. Newly devel-
oped antiretroviral drugs have produced a drop in the 
number of deaths from AIDS over the past 10 years.

AIDS, a disease now known virtually everywhere in the 
world, was identifi ed only in 1981, and the retrovirus that 
causes it was discovered only in 1983. Yet this disease could 
transform the global future in ways no one imagined even a 
decade ago. For many developing countries, the impact of 
this disease could be as great as that of a major war unless a 
vaccine or low priced cure can be developed soon.

AIDS is caused by the human immunodefi ciency virus 
(HIV), which is a member of the retrovirus family. HIV 
gradually incapacitates the immune system by infecting 
at least two types of white blood cells. Th e depletion of 
white blood cells leaves the infected person vulnerable 
to a multitude of other infections and certain types of 
cancers. Th ose infections and cancers rarely occur, or 
produce only mild illness, in individuals with normally 
functioning immune systems. HIV also causes disease 
directly by damaging the central nervous system.

HIV is transmitted through sexual contact, piercing 
the skin with HIV-contaminated instruments, transfu-
sion of contaminated blood products, and transplan-
tation of contaminated tissue. An infected mother can 
transmit the virus to her child before, during, or shortly 
after giving birth. Th ere is no evidence that HIV is trans-
mitted by casual contact.

Nearly three-quarters of the people living with HIV/
AIDS are male. According to the Centers for Disease 
Control, 64% of those males have been exposed through 
male-to-male sexual contact, 16% through injection 
drug use, 12% through high-risk heterosexual contact, 
and 7% through both male-to-male sexual contact and 
injection drug use; 26% of the female adults and adoles-
cents living with HIV/AIDS have been exposed through 
injection drug use.

AIDS is not as easily transmitted as is commonly 
assumed, perhaps because carriers are only intermit-
tently infectious. Women are much more likely to con-
tract the disease from infected men than are men from 
infected women. It takes as long as two years before half 
of the spouses or regular sex partners of infected people 
become infected.

On a national scale, the spread of AIDS is concen-
trated in a number of metropolitan areas of three states; 
California, Florida, and New York reported 43% of the 
cumulative AIDS cases.

Women doctors might work fewer hours than men 
for the same child-care-related reasons other women do. 
Two-thirds of practicing female physicians have children. 
Although they might have broken some traditional barri-
ers at work, they still remain the primary family caretak-
ers, being in charge of three times as much child care as 
men and more than twice the other household duties.

Studies also show that female doctors spend more 
time with each patient. Th eir per-visit fees are not nec-
essarily smaller, but they see fewer patients per hour 
than men. Male physicians saw 117 patients per week 
compared with 97 for women.

Th is may explain why studies show that patients con-
sider women physicians “more sensitive, more altruistic, 
and less egoistic” than men. Patients who see a female 
physician report a signifi cantly higher total satisfaction 
level than those who see a male physician. Th ese patients 
might be picking up on the fact that when men were asked 
why they entered medicine, they responded, “prestige and 
salary,” whereas women said, “helping people.” Th e inter-
esting side eff ect of this diff ering approach to practicing 
medicine is that women physicians are far less likely to be 
sued for malpractice than are male physicians.

Th e type of practice a woman performs also deter-
mines her earnings. Female physicians are twice as 
likely as male physicians to be employed by a hospital, 
health maintenance organization (HMO), or group prac-
tice. Men are more likely to be in independent practices. 
Independent practitioners generally earn more money 
and tend to work longer hours.

Women also tend to be concentrated in lower-pay-
ing specialties such as internal medicine, pediatrics, 
and family practice. Women represent at least 60% of 
new residents in dermatology, medical genetics, and 
obstetrics. Specialists such as radiologists, surgeons, 
and cardiologists typically earn more than primary-
care practitioners (American Association of Medical 
Colleges, 2008).

As the number of women entering the fi eld continues 
to increase, we should see changes in the education of 
physicians and the manner in which medical care is car-
ried out.

CONTEMPORARY HEALTH CARE ISSUES ●

Th e American health care system is among the best in 
the world. Th e United States invests a large amount of 
social and economic resources into medical care. It has 
some of the world’s fi nest physicians, hospitals, and 
medical schools. It is no longer plagued by infectious 
diseases and is in the forefront in developing medical 
and technological advances for the treatment of disease 
and illness.

At the same time, there are many issues that the 
American health care system must address. In this sec-
tion, we discuss a few of them.
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within a community the chance to purchase insurance 
at the same price. Commercial insurance companies 
appeared after World War II and based their prices on 
experience rating, which bases premiums on the statis-
tical likelihood of the individual needing medical care. 
People more likely to need medical care are charged 
more than those less likely to need it. Eventually, to 
compete, Blue Cross and Blue Shield had to follow the 
path of the commercial insurers.

One unfortunate result of the use of experience rat-
ings was that those who most needed insurance cov-
erage, the old and the sick, were least able to aff ord or 
obtain it. Congress created Medicare and Medicaid in 
1965 to help with this problem.

Medicare pays for medical care for people older than 
65, and Medicaid pays for the care of those too poor to 
pay their own medical costs. Adults 18 to 24 years of age 
are most likely to lack coverage. Persons with incomes 
below or near the poverty level are almost four times as 
likely to have no health insurance coverage as those with 
incomes twice the poverty level or higher. Hispanic per-
sons and non-Hispanic black persons are less likely to 
have health insurance than non-Hispanic white persons 
(Institute of Medicine, 2001).

Even with these forms of government insurance, many 
people believe that the way health care is delivered in the 
United States produces problems. Critics note that the 
United States is the only leading industrial nation that 
does not have an organized, centrally planned health 
care delivery system. Attempts to resolve this problem 
are often met with resistance from the medical estab-
lishment and the general public.

In addition, the care the poor receive is inferior to 
that received by the more affl  uent. Many doctors will 
not accept Medicare or Medicaid assignments and 
most doctors will not practice in poor neighborhoods, 
with the result that the poor are relegated to over-
crowded, demeaning clinics. Under conditions such 
as these, it is not a surprise that the poor generally 
wait longer before seeking medical care than do more 
affl  uent patients, and many poor people seek medical 
advice only when they are seriously ill and intervention 
is already too late.

At various times, a national health insurance program 
has been suggested. Th e American Medical Association 
is a leading opponent of such a plan. Doctors prefer a 
fee-for-service system of remuneration.

Th e fee-for-service approach has produced health 
care delivery problems such as the uneven geographic 
distribution of doctors and the overabundance of spe-
cialists. For example, only 8.3% of the nation’s physi-
cians are general practitioners, even though many more 
are needed to treat the total population, especially the 
poor and elderly. Part of the reason is that salaries for 
general practitioners are about half that of specialists 
such as radiologists or neurosurgeons (Medical Group 
Management Association, 2001).

Miami (48.9 cases per 100,000 population), New 
York City (40.3), San Francisco (26.7), and Baltimore 
(37.5) have infection rates that are 10 to 14 times higher 
than those of cities such as Youngstown (4.9), Colorado 
Springs (3.5), or Salt Lake City (3.7) (U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2007).

Initially, the majority of U.S. AIDS victims were male 
homosexuals. AIDS, however, is not a gay disease; it can 
be transmitted between two people of any sex by the 
exchange of infected blood or semen.

In the United States, the impact of HIV and AIDS in 
the African-American community has been devastat-
ing. Representing only an estimated 13% of the total U.S. 
population, blacks accounted for 48% of all HIV/AIDS 
cases diagnosed in 2007.

In 2007, the majority of AIDS deaths were to black 
and Hispanic men. Th e disease has shifted from one that 
aff ects mainly white gay men to one whose victims are 
minority-group members. Race, class, and gender issues 
aff ect how an illness is perceived and treated, and dis-
crimination factors are not insignifi cant.

Health Insurance

Most people pay for their health services through some 
form of insurance. Poor people, however, cannot aff ord 
premiums or the out-of-pocket expenses required 
before insurance coverage begins. Th ey receive cover-
age through the government-sponsored Medicare and 
Medicaid programs.

Most of the money spent on medical care in the 
United States comes in the form of third-party pay-
ments as diff erentiated from direct or out-of pocket pay-
ments. Th ird-party payments are those made through 
public or private insurance or charitable organizations. 
Essentially, insurance is a form of mass fi nancing that 
ensures that medical care providers will be paid and 
people will be able to obtain the medical care they need. 
Insurance involves collecting small amounts of money 
from a large number of people. Th at money is put into a 
pool, and when any of the insured people get sick, that 
pool pays for the medical services.

Th e United States has private and public insur-
ance programs. Public insurance programs include 
Medicare and Medicaid, which are funded with tax 
money collected by federal, state, and local govern-
ments. Th e country also has two types of private 
insurance organizations: nonprofi t, tax-exempt Blue 
Cross and Blue Shield plans, and for-profi t commer-
cial insurance companies. Blue Cross and Blue Shield 
emerged out of the Depression of the 1930s as a mech-
anism to pay medical bills to hospitals and physicians. 
People made regular monthly payments to the plan 
and, if they became sick, their hospital bills were paid 
directly by the insurance plan. Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield originally set the cost of insurance premiums by 
what was called community rating, giving everybody 
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Being overweight or obese are risk factors for a vari-
ety of chronic health conditions, including hypertension 
and diabetes mellitus. Despite public health eff orts to 
encourage Americans to attain and maintain a healthy 
weight, it appears that much work remains to be done.

Th e Centers for Disease Control and Preventions (2009) 
use a body mass index as a way to defi ne which adults are 
overweight or obese. Th e body mass index (BMI) is deter-
mined by using weight and height to calculate a number. 
Th e BMI correlates with the amount of body fat a person 
has. A BMI between 25 and 29.9 is considered overweight. 
A BMI over 30 is considered obese. More than half of all 
American adults (54.7%) are overweight, and 1 in 5 (19.5%) 
are obese. Obesity is most prevalent among middle-aged 
adults, black and Hispanic adults and among peoples 
with less education and lower income.

Among women, African-American women have the 
highest percentage of overweight individuals (64.5%), 
followed by Hispanic women (56.8%), white women 
(43%), and Asian/Pacifi c Islander women (25.2%). In 
addition, black women are nearly twice as likely as white 
women and more than fi ve times as likely as Asian/
Pacifi c Islander women to be obese. Th ere is little diff er-
ence among white, Hispanic, or African American men, 
with more than 50% of each group being overweight.

Only Asian/Pacifi c Islander men had signifi cantly 
lower rates of being overweight (35.2%) than each of the 
other three groups.

Being overweight or obese is correlated with educa-
tional and social class levels. Th e prevalence of being 
overweight ranged from approximately 60% among 
women who had not fi nished high school to about 
29% for women who had earned postgraduate college 
degrees. In contrast, among men, the prevalence of 
being overweight remained high (and even increased) at 
all levels of education, dropping noticeably only among 
men who had attained college degrees. Even then, well 
over 50% of men were overweight.

Among men and women, rates of obesity were par-
ticularly high for those who had not graduated from 
high school (27.4%) and those who had earned a GED 
(26.1%). Rates declined steadily with increasing educa-
tion and were markedly lower among women who had 
earned a bachelor’s degree (12.5%) or an advanced aca-
demic degree (10.5%). Similarly among men, rates of 
obesity were highest among those with less education 
and lowest among those with college degrees, although 
the association was not as strong as for women.

Income level is also related to obesity. Th is associa-
tion was stronger among women. Obesity among women 
ranges from 28.7% for those living below poverty to 13.7% 
for those in the highest income group. By comparison, 
rates of obesity among men range from 21.7% for those 
living below poverty to 17.7% of those in the highest 
income category (Schoenborn, 2002) (see Figure 17-2). 
(For more on this topic, see “How Sociologists Do It: Can 
Your Friends Make You Fat?”)

Health maintenance organizations (HMOs) and 
other types of managed care have dramatically changed 
the face of health care in the United States in the past 
decades. HMOs try to control the cost of medical care by 
strictly regulating patients’ access to doctors and treat-
ments. Th is shift has meant lower insurance premiums 
for many individuals and employers. Many people, how-
ever, say those savings have come at too great a price. 
Th e HMOs have been accused of being more concerned 
with profi ts than with patients.

A major eff ort is taking place to produce a govern-
ment run national health care program. Whether this 
plan is successful should be evident shortly.

Preventing Illness

Our cultural values cause us to approach health and 
medicine from a particular vantage point. We are con-
ditioned to distrust nature and assume that aggressive 
medical procedures work better than other approaches. 
Th is situation has caused about one-quarter of all births 
in the United States to be by cesarean section. Th e 
rate of hysterectomy in the United States is twice that 
in England and three times that in France, and 60% of 
these hysterectomies are performed on women younger 
than 44. Our rate of coronary bypass operations is fi ve 
times that of England. We tend to be a can-do society in 
which doctors emphasize the risk of doing nothing and 
minimize the risk of doing something. Th is approach is 
coupled with Americans’ desire to be in perfect health. 
Th e result is that far more surgery is performed in the 
United States than in any other country. We tend to 
think that if something is removed, then our health will 
return (Payer, 1988).

Yet our experience with heart disease has shown us 
that signifi cant health benefi ts can be obtained from 
such adjustments as changing diets or engaging in 
healthier practices. At the moment, the best way to deal 
with the AIDS crisis is through prevention techniques 
that limit the spread of the illness.

If the health care system is to reorient its perspective 
from one that seeks cures to one that focuses on preven-
tion, it must place greater emphasis on sociological issues. 
Illness and disease are socially as well as physiologically 
produced. During the past century, the medical system 
has devoted a great deal of eff ort to combating germs 
and viruses that cause specifi c illnesses, but we are start-
ing to see that there are limitations to this viewpoint. We 
must now investigate environments, lifestyles, and social 
structures for the causes of disease with the same com-
mitment we have shown to investigating germ theory. At 
fi rst glance, most of the factors that come to mind when 
thinking about preventing disease are little more than 
healthful habits. For example, if people adopt better diets, 
with more whole grains and less red meat, sugar, and salt; 
and if people stop smoking, exercise regularly, and keep 
their weight down, they will surely prevent illness.
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FIGURE 17-2 Percentage of Women Overweight by Education
Source: Charlotte A. Schoenborn, Patricia Adams, and Patricia Barnes, “Body Weight Status of Adults: United States, 
1997–1998.” Advance Data from Vital Health and Statistics, September, 2002, U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Obesity has increased dramatically in the last 30 years. 
About 31% of the population is obese which is defi ned 
as a body mass index of 30. Sixty-six percent of adults 
are overweight. People think it is due to a change in 
activity levels and overeating.

Can obesity spread from person to person, much 
like a virus? When one person gains weight, do his or 
her close friends gain weight also?

A study was done by doctors trained in medical 
sociology of 12,067 people who had been closely fol-
lowed for 32 years. Th e investigators checked the 
subjects’ weight gain against their friends, as well 
as spouses, siblings and neighbors. Th e researchers 
found that if one person became obese, the odds of 
the friend becoming obese nearly tripled. Th e closer 
the friendship, the more likely the friends became 
fat together. Th e obesity relationship between close 
friends existed even when they were separated by hun-
dreds of miles.

Family members had less infl uence than friends 
and there was no relationship between the person 
becoming obese when a neighbor became obese. 
Among siblings, one sibling’s chance of becoming 
obese increased by 40% if the other sibling became 
obese.

One way to explain it is that when a close friend 
becomes obese, obesity may not look so bad. It 

changes your idea of what is an acceptable body type 
as you look at the people around you.

Th is may help to explain why Americans have 
become fatter in recent years. Every person who 
becomes fat may drag a friend with him or her. It 
can be thought of as a kind of social contagion that 
spreads through the social network.

Th e environment may play a large role in weight 
gain. As more and more people get fat, the social net-
works help obesity to spread.

A side note from this study may be that if you want 
to avoid becoming fat, avoid having fat friends. Of 
course most people do not want to lose a friend merely 
because they gain weight.

On average, the researchers found that a person 
who became obese gained 17 pounds. Th ose extra 
pounds were added onto the natural increases in 
weight that occur when people get older.

Th e study may help to explain why people have got-
ten so fat so fast. It appears that the social infl uence 
of our friends is very important even with something 
that seems unrelated like weight gain.

Source: Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler, “Th e 
Spread of Obesity in a Large Social Network Over 32 Years,” 
New England Journal of Medicine 357, no. 4 (July 27, 2007): 
370–379.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT

Can Your Friends Make You Fat?
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the elderly population has also been infl uenced by the 
improvements in medical technology that have created 
a dramatic increase in life expectancy.

In the next 20 years, the growth in the elderly popula-
tion is going to be infl uenced by the aging of the baby 
boom population, those people born between 1946 
and 1964. Th is population bulge of 76 million people 
will place substantial demands on society as it tries to 
address their needs, whether for health care, housing, or 
leisure activities.

Until the past 50 years, most gains in life expectancy 
came as the result of improved child mortality. Th e sur-
vival of larger proportions of infants and children to 
adulthood radically increased average life expectancy 
in the United States and many other countries over the 
past century. Now, gains are coming at the end of life 
as greater proportions of 65-year-olds are living into 
their 80s and 90s. Historically, families have played a 
prominent role in the lives of elderly people. Is this likely 
to change? Th ese changes raise a multitude of ques-
tions: How will these years of added life be spent? Will 
increased longevity lead to a greater role for the elderly 
in our society? What are the limits of life expectancy? 
(See “Sociology in Strange Places: Th e Discovery of a 
Disease.”)

We must also think of illness prevention as involving 
at least three levels: medical, behavioral, and structural. 
Medical prevention is directed at the individual’s body, 
behavioral prevention is directed at changing behavior, and 
structural prevention is directed at changing the society or 
the environments within which people work and live.

We hear a great deal about trying to prevent disease 
on a behavioral level. Although this is an important level 
of prevention, we know little about how to change peo-
ple’s unhealthful habits. Education is not suffi  cient. Most 
people are aware of the health risks of smoking or not 
wearing seatbelts, yet roughly 30% of Americans smoke, 
and 80% do not use seatbelts regularly. Sometimes indi-
vidual habits are responses to complex social situations, 
such as coping mechanisms to stressful and alienating 
work environments. Behavioral approaches to preven-
tion focus on the individual and place the burden of 
change on the individual.

Th e structural factors related to health care in the 
United States do not get as much attention as the medical 
and behavioral factors. We discussed the issues of gen-
der, race, and class earlier in this chapter. Increasingly, 
people are realizing that health care and the prevention 
of illness take place on a number of levels.

THE AGING POPULATION ●

Th e United States is experiencing a major population 
shift. For the fi rst time in our history, there are more 
people aged 65 and over in the population than there 
are teenagers. When the fi rst U.S. census was taken in 
1790, about 50,000 Americans were older than 65, repre-
senting 2% of the population of 2.5 million. One hundred 
years later, the over-65 population had grown to 2.4 mil-
lion, or just under 4% of the population.

Th e life expectancy of a newborn white child in 
1890 was only 50 years; it was less than 35 for African 
Americans. In just three decades, the average life expec-
tancy shot up to 60 years for whites and 50 years for 
African Americans. At that point the number of elderly 
people had more than doubled, to 6.7 million, about 5% 
of the total population.

By 1960, the elderly population more than doubled 
again. Th ere were 16.7 million people over age 65, about 
9% of the population. By 2007, the number had doubled 
again, to 37.9 million, representing 13% of the popula-
tion Bureau of the Census, March 2009).

By 2030, demographers estimate that one in fi ve 
Americans will be age 65 or older, which is nearly four 
times the proportion of elderly 100 years earlier, in 1930. 
Th e eff ects of this change will reverberate throughout 
the American economy and society (see Figure 17-3).

Th ere are demographic and medical reasons for the 
growth in the older population. Many of the elderly 
were born when the birthrate was high or immigrated 
to the United States before World War II. Th e growth in 

For the fi rst time in our history, there are more people ages 65 
and older in the population than there are teenagers
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FIGURE 17-3 United States Population Age 65 and Over, 1900–2050
Sources: Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to 1970, Bureau of the Census, 
1976; and Current Population Reports, pp. 25–1104, Table 2. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Facts for 
Feature, “Older Americans Month: May 2009,” March 3, 2009, http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/
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Something had to be done with the woman. Frau 
August D. was 51 years old, socially prominent, and 
she was becoming an embarrassment to her family. 
She raged at her husband, accusing him of infi delity. 
She raged at her doctors, accusing them of rape. She 
wandered the city. She screamed in the streets. So, 
one day in 1906, in the city of Frankfurt in Germany, 
her family brought her to see a doctor, a promising 
42-year-old Bavarian neuropathologist. Stout and 
balding, peering out at the world through thick spec-
tacles, the doctor almost was a parody of the owlish 
academic. His name was Alois Alzheimer.

Alzheimer’s fi rst thought was that the woman was 
suff ering from “presenile dementia,” a condition only 
recently defi ned, but one known to medical science 
from antiquity. Th e most recent studies available to 
Alzheimer suggested that the condition had some-
thing to do with a mysterious process by which the 
brain seemed to atrophy.

Alzheimer studied the woman for nearly a year. 
At the end, she was screaming at him in a harsh alien 
voice. She knew this doctor. She knew what he wanted. 

He wanted what they all wanted. He wanted to cut 
her up.

And, after she died, he did.
He took tissue samples from her brain. He found 

them riven with sticky plaques and tangles containing 
a mysterious substance that would later be identifi ed 
as a protein called beta-amyloid. Th e neurons around 
these areas were utterly destroyed, as if each one had 
been burned away.

In 1907, Alzheimer published his paper. He argued 
that the woman had not been suff ering from an 
unspecifi ed condition known as premature senility. 
He maintained that she had been the victim of a spe-
cifi c disease. It sparked a great debate. Medical con-
ferences coveted him as a speaker. In 1915, he died of 
heart failure, the same age as Frau D. was when her 
family had her brought to his clinic because she was 
screaming in the streets.

Source: Excerpted from Charles Pierce, Hard to Forget: 

An Alzheimer’s Story, New York: Random House, 2000, pp. 
xvii–xix.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES

The Discovery of a Disease

http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_editions/013384.html
http://www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/facts_for_features_special_editions/013384.html
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Th e African-American percentage of the over-65 
group is lower than might be expected. Th at is, if African 
Americans make up 13% of the total population, then we 
would expect them to make up 13% of the older popu-
lation. However, the diff erence is caused by the higher 
recent birthrate among African Americans as well as 
because life expectancy is lower among blacks than it 
is among whites (Bureau of the Census, 2001). In 2006, 
life expectancy for white women was 4.1 years longer 
than for black women. For white men, it was six years 
longer than for black men (National Center for Health 
Statistics, 2009).

Th ese diff erences narrow at older ages, however, so 
that the black–white diff erence in life expectancy at age 
65 is about 1.7 years, and it falls to zero by age 85. Th e 
death rates of elderly blacks fall below those of elderly 
whites at advanced ages. At ages 90 and older, black 
men and women have slightly more years of additional 
life expected than do their white counterparts (National 
Center for Health Statistics, 2009).

Why does the black–white life span gap disappear and 
even reverse as the two races get older? One explanation 
for the crossover in mortality for black Americans is that 
blacks who are still alive at older ages are the hearty sur-
vivors of extraordinary mortality risks at younger ages. 
Because older whites were not exposed to the same mor-
tality risks, it is believed they are more frail than blacks 
of the same age (Manton and Stallard, 1984). Th ere is no 
real proof of this view, however.

Aging and Marital Status

More than 95% of older Americans have been married. 
Marriage is important for older Americans for several 
reasons. Th e presence of a spouse provides a variety of 
resources in the household; married elderly are less likely 

Composition of the Older Population

At the dawn of the twentieth century, three demographic 
trends—high fertility, declining infant and child mortal-
ity, and high rates of international immigration—were 
acting in together in the United States to keep the popu-
lation young. All of this has changed as we just noted.

People tend to think of the older population as a 
homogeneous group with common concerns and prob-
lems. Th is is not the case. We can divide the older pop-
ulation into three groups: the young-old, ages 65 to 74 
(18.7 million); the middle-old, ages 75 to 84 (11.4 mil-
lion); and the old-old, ages 85 and older (3.8 million). 
Th e older population as a whole is, itself, getting older. 
Whereas, in 1960, about one-third of the older popula-
tion was over 75, today nearly 50% of the older people 
is older than 75. In that same period of time, the old-old 
will have nearly tripled in numbers.

Elderly Americans are among the wealthiest and 
among the poorest in our nation. Th ey come from a vari-
ety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. Some are employed 
full-time, whereas others require full-time care. Although 
general health has improved, many elderly suff er from 
poor health.

Th e older population in the twenty-fi rst century will 
come to later life with diff erent experiences than did 
older Americans in the last century—more women will 
have been divorced, more will have worked in the labor 
force, and more will be childless.

Aging and the Sex Ratio

Women outnumber men at every age category among the 
elderly. Women at any age are less likely to die than men. 
Approximately 105 male babies are born for every 100 
female babies, but higher male death rates cause the sex 
ratio to decline as age increases and, around age 35, females 
outnumber males in the United States. At ages 85 and 
older, the ratio is 41 men per 100 women. Th is has helped 
produce a substantial sex ratio imbalance in the over-65 
age group, which continues to become more apparent as 
we move farther up the age scale. Th ere are three women 
for every two men age 65 or older. Among those over age 
85, there is one man for every three women.

Most elderly women will outlive their spouses and 
are less likely to remarry than are men. Th ey are more 
likely than older men to be poor, to live alone, or to need 
to enter a nursing home or be dependent on the care of 
others (Himes, 2001).

Aging and Race

About 82.4% of the people over 65 in the United States 
are white, 8.2% are African American; 5.7% Hispanic; 2.8% 
Asian or Pacifi c Islander, and 1% Native American. “By 
2050, the proportion of elderly who are non-Hispanic white 
is projected to drop to 64% as the growing minority popu-
lations move into old age” (Health and Human Services, 
Administration on Aging, 2005) (see Figure 17-4).
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FIGURE 17-4 Minority Elderly Americans 2010 to 2050
Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Division, “Percent Minority of the U.S. 
Population by Selected Age Groups: 2010 to 2050,” August 14, 2008.
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A census bureau survey found that median net 
worth rises with the age of the household, moving from 
$14,200 for households younger than 35, to $144,700 for 
those 45 to 54, to $190,100 for those 65 to 69. From this 
point on, it starts to drop, but even households headed 
by people over age 75 have a median net worth of 
$163,100 (Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009). 
Looking at net worth shows us that the oldest house-
holds control more wealth than do households in other 
age groups. Moreover, the share of wealth controlled by 
working-age Americans is eroding, whereas the share 
controlled by the elderly is increasing.

Th ree factors have caused the elderly to control a sub-
stantial and increasing portion of the nation’s wealth. 
First, the share of households headed by the elderly has 
been increasing, thereby increasing the aggregate wealth 
of older Americans. Second, the stock market growth 
has benefi ted the affl  uent elderly who control a large 
portion of individual stock holdings. Finally, the escala-
tion in home values in many states has boosted the net 
worth of the elderly because most older Americans own 
their own homes.

Th ese facts paint a picture that is diff erent than what 
is normally thought of as being the case. As with so 
much in sociology, the conclusion one draws appears 
to depend on which factors one considers to be most 
important in understanding the issue (Longino and 
Crown, 1991). (See “Our Diverse Society: Stereotypes 
About the Elderly.”)

to be poor, to enter a nursing home, or to be in poor health; 
spouses are the primary caregivers to their partners.

Women in the United States are more likely than men 
to outlive their spouse because they live longer. Seventy 
percent of women over age 75 are widows, whereas less 
than 20% of men that age are widowers. In addition to 
the longer life expectancy of women, this disparity also is 
caused by men’s tendency to marry women younger than 
themselves. A widow will fi nd few older men available to 
marry whereas a widower has many older women avail-
able to remarry. Consequently, it is more likely that those 
older people living alone or in institutions are women.

About 75% of men age 65 or older are currently mar-
ried, compared with 44% of women. At the oldest ages, 
both men and women are less likely to have a surviving 
spouse, but the gender gap is even wider then. Although 
the likelihood of having experienced a divorce has 
increased over time, only a small percentage of Americans 
age 65 or older are divorced (Fields and Casper, 2001).

Aging and Wealth

Special-interest groups lobby Washington politi-
cians, claiming that millions of older adults could be 
thrown into poverty if there are cuts in Social Security. 
Meanwhile, cruise-ship companies, automobile manu-
facturers, and land developers present images of ener-
getic, attractive, silver-haired couples with substantial 
amounts of money.

Which of these two images is correct? Both of these 
presentations are accurate depictions of some older 
Americans. Th e lobbyists are talking about the poorest 
20% of households containing the elderly. Th ese house-
holds have an average net worth of about $3,400. Luxury 
cruise lines are interested in the richest 20%, who are 
worth almost 90 times as much.

Some of the confusion over the economic condition of 
older Americans stems from the ways they use and save 
money. Th e median income of the average American 
household peaks when its primary working members are 
between the ages of 45 and 54. Th e incomes of households 
headed by people age 65 and older are two-fi fths as high, on 
average. Th is would seem to indicate that older Americans 
are signifi cantly less well off  than younger Americans.

Yet lower incomes do not necessarily mean less 
spending power. Although the median income of house-
holds headed by people aged 65 and older is only about 
40% that of households headed by 45- to 54-year-olds, 
the older group has a much smaller average household 
size, so its per capita discretionary income is actually 
higher than it is among the younger group.

To get a more accurate picture, we should not focus 
on income but, instead, on the fi nancial condition of 
older Americans—that is, net worth, or the market value 
of all assets minus all debts. Th is gives a more realistic 
picture of wealth than does income alone. For example, 
older adults can fi nance major purchases by cashing in 
on stocks, real estate, or other assets.

Increased longevity and the aging of the baby-boom 
generation will mean that many people will fi nd themselves 
caring for very old persons after they themselves have reached 
retirement age.
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Th e elderly are the most heterogeneous of all age 
groups because we tend to age diff erently biologi-
cally, sociologically, and psychologically. Yet people 
tend to have fairly specifi c stereotypes of the elderly 
and what it must be like to be old.

In one study, people 18 to 64 were asked which 
issues were true for people over 65, including mem-
ory loss, depression, serious illness, loneliness, and 
several other experiences. Th en people over 65 were 
asked whether they had any of those experiences. 
Table 17-2 presents the results.

Th ere were vast diff erences between what prob-
lems people thought the elderly had and the reality of 
whether the elderly reported having such problems.

We can understand that people would have dis-
torted stereotypes about the elderly. Ageism has 

OUR DIVERSE SOCIETY

Stereotypes About the Elderly

Th ld l

O

S

become common in our society and is one of the few 
areas in society in which using negative words such as 
geezer and old coot is not frowned upon. Th e belief that 
the elderly represent the least capable, least healthy, 
and least alert members of society has seeped into the 
thinking of many people. Ageism even exists among the 
elderly themselves. When elderly people believe that 
other older people are worse off  than they are, it pro-
duces a higher level of life satisfaction. In a sense, hold-
ing the ageist stereotypes makes some elderly people 
feel better if they can say the stereotype does not apply 
to them. It is time for us all, no matter what our age, to 
rethink the distorted views we hold of the elderly.

Source: Pew Research Center, “Growing Old in America: 
Expectations vs. Reality” June 29, 2009.

TABLE 17-2 The Elderly: Stereotypes vs. Reality

Experience
% Ages 18–64 
Expect

% Ages 65+ 
Reality % Gap

Memory loss 57 25 32

Not able to drive 45 14 31

Serious illness 42 21 21

Not sexually active 34 21 13

Feeling sad or depressed 29 20 9

Not feeling needed 29 9 20

Loneliness 29 17 12

Trouble paying bills 24 16 8

Being a burden 24 10 14

Source: Pew Research Center, “Growing Old in America: Expectations vs. Reality,” June 29, 2009.

Global Aging

Th e numerical and proportional growth of older popu-
lations around the world is indicative of major achieve-
ments—decreased fertility rates, reductions in infant and 
maternal mortality, reductions in infectious and parasitic 
diseases, and improvements in nutrition and education—
that have occurred, although unevenly, on a global scale.

Th e rapidly expanding numbers of older people repre-
sent a social phenomenon without historical precedent. 
Th e world’s elderly population numbers half a billion peo-
ple today and is expected to exceed 1 billion by the year 
2020. In most countries, the elderly population is growing 
faster than the population as a whole. Almost half of the 
world’s elderly live in China, India, the United States, and 
the countries of the former Soviet Union. China alone is 
home to more than 20% of the global total.

Th e oldest old (85-plus) are the fastest-growing seg-
ment of the population in many countries worldwide. 
Unlike the elderly as a whole, the oldest old today are 
more likely to reside in developed than developing coun-
tries, although this trend, too, is changing.

Th e percentage of the elderly population living alone 
varies widely among nations. In developed countries, 
percentages generally are high, ranging from 9% in Japan 
to 40% in Sweden. In developing countries, few elderly 
people live alone. In China, 3% of the elderly live alone; 
in South Korea, 2%; and in Pakistan, 1%. Living alone in 
those countries is often the result of having a spouse, 
siblings, and even children who have died.

To date, population aging has been a major issue 
mainly in the industrialized nations of Europe, Asia, and 
North America. In at least 30 of these countries, 15% 



CHAPTER 17 HEALTH AND AGING 409

Japan

Germany

Spain

France

World

Asia

Latin America

Italy

23

20

19

17

17

8

7

6

Africa 3

FIGURE 17-5 Older Populations in Selected Areas: 
Percent Age 65 and Older  
Sources: Population Reference Bureau, 2009 World Population Data Sheet. Warren 
Sanderson and Sergei Scherbov, “Rethinking Age and Aging,” Population Bulletin 63, 
no. 4 (2008). 

1. True or false? In 2007, children under the age of 15 
still outnumbered elderly people (aged 65 and over) 
in almost all nations of the world.

2. China has the world’s largest total population 
(more than 1.2 billion people). Which country has 
the world’s largest elderly (65+) population?
a. Japan b. Germany c. China d. Nigeria

3. True or false? More than half of the world’s elderly 
today live in the industrialized nations of Europe, 
North America, and Japan.

4. Of the world’s major countries, which had the 
highest percentage of elderly people in 2007?
a. Sweden b. Japan c. Italy d. France

5. True or false? Current demographic projections 
suggest that 35% of all people in the United States 
will be at least 65 years of age by the year 2050.

6. In which country are elderly people least likely to 
live alone?
a. Th e Philippines b. Hungary c. Canada
d. Denmark

7. True or false? In developing countries, older men 
are more likely than older women to be illiterate.

Answers

1. True. Although the world’s population is aging, 
children still outnumber the elderly in most areas, 
but in at least 16 countries, the elderly outnumber 
children. Th ey include Sweden, Spain, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, and Japan.

2. c. China also has the largest elderly population, 
numbering nearly 88 million in 2000.

3. False. Although industrialized nations have 
higher percentages of elderly people than do most 
developing countries, 59% of the world’s elderly 
now live in the developing countries of Africa, 
Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean, and Oceania.

4. b. Japan, with 22% of all people aged 65 or over. In 
Monaco, a small principality of about 32,000 people 
located on the Mediterranean, 22% of its residents 
were also aged 65 and over.

5. False. Although the United States will age rapidly 
when the baby boomers (people born between 
1946 and 1964) begin to reach age 65 after the year 
2010, the percentage of population aged 65 and 
over in the year 2050 is projected to be slightly 
more than 20% (compared with about 13% today).

6. a. Th e Philippines. Th e percentage of elderly people 
living alone in developing countries is usually much 
lower than that in developed countries; levels in the 
latter can exceed 40%.

7. False. Older women are less likely to be literate. 
In China in 1990, for example, only 11% of women 
aged 60 and over could read and write, compared 
with half of men aged 60 and over.

Source: Population Reference Bureau, 2008 Population Data 
Sheet; Kevin Kinsella and Victoria Velkoff , “An Aging World: 
2001,” U.S. Bureau of the Census, November 2001.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY

Global Aging Quiz

G

G

or more of the entire population is 60 and older. Th ose 
nations have experienced intense public debate over 
elder-related issues such as social security costs and 
health care provisions (see Figure 17-5). (To test your 
knowledge on this topic, see “Global Sociology: Global 
Aging Quiz.”)

Future Trends

Population aging is already exerting major consequences 
and implications in all areas of day-to-day human life, 
and it will continue to do so. In the economic area, 
population aging will aff ect economic growth; savings, 
investment, and consumption; labor markets; pensions; 
taxation; and the transfers of wealth, property, and care 
from one generation to another. Population aging will 
continue to aff ect health and health care, family compo-
sition and living arrangements, housing, and migration. 
In the political arena, population aging has already pro-
duced a powerful voice in developed countries because 
it can infl uence voting patterns and representation. 
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SUMMARY ■

Medicine and health care issues are intertwined with • 
social and cultural customs and refl ect the society of 
which they are a part.

Illness not only involves the body but also aff ects • 
an individual’s social relationships, self-image, and 
behavior.

Talcott Parsons has suggested that to prevent the • 
potentially disruptive consequences of illness for a 
group or society, there exists a sick role, a shared set 
of cultural norms that legitimates deviant behavior 
caused by illness and channels the individual into 
the health care system.

Th e United States has the most advanced health care • 
resources in the world. Critics maintain that the sys-
tem pays off , though, only when the patient can pay.

Th e system has been described as acute, curative, • 
and hospital based in that the focus is on curing or 
controlling serious diseases rather than on main-
taining health.

Male death rates exceed female death rates at all • 
ages and for the leading causes of death such as 
heart disease, cancer, cerebrovascular diseases, acci-
dents, and pneumonia.

Women seem to suff er from illness and disability • 
more than men, but their health problems are usu-
ally not as life threatening.

Some have suggested that women might not be sick • 
more often but just more sensitive to bodily discom-
forts and more willing to report them to a doctor.

Male infants are biologically more vulnerable than • 
female infants in both the prenatal and neonatal 
stages.

Sociologically, men are more likely to have danger-• 
ous jobs and more likely than women to place them-
selves in dangerous situations during both work and 
leisure.

Men and women are equally vulnerable to psychi-• 
atric problems, but emotionally disturbed men are 
likely to act out through drugs, liquor, and antisocial 
acts, whereas women display behaviors such as 
depression or phobias that indicate an internaliza-
tion of their problems.

Asian Americans have the best health profi le, fol-• 
lowed by whites.

African Americans and Native Americans have the • 
worst health profiles. On average, life expectancy 
for African American infants is about five years 
less than for white infants, for both males and 
females.

Poverty contributes to disease and a shortened life • 
span both directly and indirectly. Diseases such 

Older voters usually read, watch the news, and educate 
themselves about the issues, and they vote in much 
higher percentages than any other age group.

Th e radical shift in the U.S. population age structure 
over the past 100 years provides only one part of the 
story of the U.S. elderly population. Another remarkable 
aspect is the rapid growth in the number of elderly and 
the increasing number of Americans at the oldest ages, 
above ages 85 or 90.

As the baby-boom population ages, its large num-
bers will cause cycles of relative growth and decline at 
each stage of life. Th e aging of the baby-boom generation 
will push the median age, now at 34, to more than 38 by 
2050.

In 2010, the oldest members of the baby boom will be 
turning 65, whereas the youngest will be around 50. As 
the baby-boom cohorts begin to reach age 65, the num-
ber of elderly people will rise dramatically.

In about 2030, the fi nal phase of the elderly explo-
sion caused by the baby boom will begin. At that point, 
the population aged 84 and older will be the only older 
age group still growing. It will increase from 2.7 million 
now to 8.6 million in 2030, to more than 16 million by 
2050 (Bureau of the Census, 1999). To put it another way, 
today 1 in 100 people is 85 years old or older; in 2050, 1 
in 20 people could be so old. People 85 and older could 
constitute close to one quarter of the older population 
by then.

Concerns associated with problems of the older popu-
lation are exacerbated by the large excess of women over 
men in the older ages. Among the aged, women outnum-
ber men 3 to 2. Th at imbalance increases to more than 2 
to 1 for people 85 and over.

Increased longevity and the aging of the baby boom 
generation mean that many people will fi nd themselves 
caring for very old people after they themselves have 
reached retirement age. Assuming that generations are 
separated by about 25 years, people 85, 90, or 95 would 
have children who are anywhere from 60 to 70 years old. 
It is estimated that every third person 60 to 64 years old 
will have a living elderly parent by 2010.

Th e rising cost of caring for the elderly will become 
a bigger problem. Without serious health care reform, 
the United States could spend 20% of its gross national 
product on health care.

Now, there are more than twice as many children as 
there are elderly people. By 2030, the proportion of chil-
dren will have shrunk, and the proportion of elderly will 
have grown until these two groups are approximately 
equal, at just over one fi fth of the population each 
(Bureau of the Census, 1999, “Resident Population”).

Th ere are few certainties about the future, but the 
demographic outlook seems relatively clear, at least for 
people already born. Careful consideration of the impact 
of our aging population can be an important tool in 
planning for the future.
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For the fi rst time in our history, there are more peo-• 
ple aged 65 and older in the population than there 
are teenagers. Th e older population can be divided 
into the young-old (age 65 to 74), the middle-old (age 
75 to 84), and the old-old (age 85 and older). Fifty 
percent of the older population is older than 75.

Because mortality rates are higher for men, there is a • 
substantial sex ratio imbalance in the over-75 group 
that becomes more apparent as one goes up the age 
scale.

Due to higher mortality rates among African • 
Americans and other minorities, the older popula-
tion is disproportionately white.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the 
companion website to take one of the tutorial quizzes, 
use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and check out 
the many other study aids you will fi nd there. You will 
also fi nd special features such as GSS data and Census 
information at your fi ngertips to help you complete 
that special project or do some research on your own.

as tuberculosis, infl uenza, pneumonia, whooping 
cough, and alcoholism are more common among 
the poor than the middle class. Inadequate housing, 
heating, and sanitation all contribute to those medi-
cal problems.

Most Americans pay for their health services • 
through some form of health insurance or third-
party payments. Individuals—or their employers—
pay premiums into a pool, which fi nances the 
medical care of those covered by the insurance.

Public insurance programs include Medicare, for • 
those older than 65, and Medicaid for those who are 
below or near the poverty level.

Th e United States is the only leading industrial • 
nation that does not have an organized, centrally 
planned health care delivery system, although this 
may change in the near future.

Th e care the poor receive is inferior to that received • 
by the more affl  uent.

Recently, there has been a shift among health care • 
providers from the cure orientation to a prevention 
orientation. Prevention has three levels: medical pre-
vention directed at the individual’s body; behavioral 
prevention directed at changing the habits and 
behavior of individuals; and structural prevention 
directed at changing the social environments in 
which people work and live.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. sick role e. experience ratings i. CDC (Centers for Disease Control)
b. medicalization f. WHO (World Health Organization) j. managed care
 c. Talcott Parsons g. Medicare k. HMO (health maintenance organization)
d. third-party payments h. Medicaid

     1. A system in which the costs of an individual’s health care are paid for by some form of public or 
private insurance or charitable organization

     2. A medical organization run by an insurance company, with doctors paid a salary and costs 
tightly controlled

     3. The process by which problems become defi ned and treated as medical problems, usually in 
terms of illness or disorder

     4. The U.S. government program to pay for medical costs of the poor
     5. A process used by health companies to distribute insurance coverage across different groups 

based on their likelihood of illness
     6. American sociologist who developed the concept of the sick role
     7. A system by which insurance companies set maximum fees they will pay to doctors
     8. A shared set of cultural norms that legitimates deviant behavior caused by illness and channels 

the individual into the health care system
     9. A part of the U.S. Public Health Service, this agency is charged with monitoring communicable 

ailments
     10. An international organization that monitors health issues
     11. The U.S. government program to pay for medical costs of the elderly

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the questions posed in the following section:

1. What factors infl uence Asian and Pacifi c Islanders to have much lower mortality rates than would be ex-
pected?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Identify at least three factors that cause African Americans to have much higher mortality rates than those 
of other groups.

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Most of us think of health in terms of becoming ill. What other factors could be used to evaluate the health 
of a population?

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________



413CHAPTER 17 HEALTH AND AGING

4. What changes in AIDS since its discovery in the early 1980s might result in changes in how Americans view 
the seriousness of this disease?

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What biological and sociological factors account for the differences in life expectancy between men and 
women?

Biological  ____________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

Sociological  __________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Identify at least two factors that result in U.S. life expectancy ranking in the lower half of the global scale 
of healthiest societies.

a. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

7. Identify three reasons why patients may respond more positively to female doctors than male doctors.

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Consider the three levels of illness prevention—medical, behavioral, and structural. Discuss how each 
type might be related to public policy. How much does each type of intervention contribute to the dif-
ferences in health among countries with similar levels of economic development?

2. Present a detailed discussion explaining the connection between education and health in the United 
States. How does the number of years of schooling affect health, and why does it? Consider this from 
the perspective of all three levels of illness prevention.

3. Discuss the changes in patterns of death among Americans since the turn of the twentieth century to 
the present. How have these changes affected the various social class and racial groups in America? 
Are these changes likely to continue in the next couple of decades?

Internet Activities ●

1. Visit http://www.who.or.jp/index.html. This is the WHO Kobe Centre, which conducts investigations 
on topics related to global health and development. The issues presented at the center are relevant 
not only to your current chapter on health and aging but also to those covering research methods and 
culture, to name two. WHO also has a database with statistics allowing you to compare countries on a 
large number of variables; visit http://apps.who.int/whosis/data/Search.jsp?

http://www.who.or.jp/index.html
http://apps.who.int/whosis/data/Search.jsp?
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2. Paying for health care is a controversial topic, especially in the United States today. Most other ad-
vanced countries have some form of national health care. For comparisons on health and aging (and a 
variety of other topics), go to the OECD website at http://www.oecd.org/maintopic and click the topic 
that interests you. More pointed comparisons between the United States and other countries can be 
found at http://www.huppi.com/kangaroo/L-healthcare.htm.

  PBS has a series of shows titled, “The Health Care Crisis,” with accompanying interviews and other 
materials at http://www.pbs.org/healthcarecrisis/index.htm.

  For more personal experiences of health care systems in the United States, Canada, and France, 
see the discussion between two writers, Adam Gopnick and Malcolm Gladwell, in the Washington 
Monthly at http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/features/2000/0003.gladwellgopnik.html.

3. Visit http://www.nia.nih.gov/, the site of the National Institute on Aging. It contains almost everything 
imaginable on the topic and probably some topics you might never thought about, for example, 
growth hormones and sex, dietary supplements, employment opportunities, and cognitive abilities in 
the elderly.

4. The CDC has a wide variety of information on its website, http://www.cdc.gov/DataStatistics/.

Answers to Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

1. d; 2. k; 3. b; 4. h; 5. e; 6. c; 7. j; 8. a; 9. i; 10. f; 11. g

http://www.oecd.org/maintopic
http://www.huppi.com/kangaroo/L-healthcare.htm
http://www.pbs.org/healthcarecrisis/index.htm
http://www.washingtonmonthly.com/features/2000/0003.gladwellgopnik.html
http://www.nia.nih.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/DataStatistics/
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in Wheelright, 1959). Social and technological change is 
an important topic for sociological study. Sociologists 
must consider the impressive number of technological 
changes and the social changes growing out of them. In 
this chapter, we try to examine how, why, and in what 
specifi c direction societies are likely to change.

SOCIETY AND SOCIAL CHANGE ●

What, exactly, is social change? Th e best way to analyze 
how sociologists defi ne social change is through exam-
ple. Th e invention of the steam locomotive was not in 
itself a social change, but the acceptance of the invention 
and the spread of railroad transportation were. Martin 
Luther’s indictments of the Catholic Church, which 
he nailed to the door of Wittenberg Cathedral in 1517, 
were not in themselves social change, but they helped 
give rise to one of the major social changes of all time, 
the Protestant Reformation. Adam Smith’s great work, 
An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 

Nations ( fi rst published in 1776), was not in itself social 
change, but it helped initiate a social change that altered 
the world—the Industrial Revolution.

Th us, individual discoveries, actions, or works do 
not themselves constitute social change, but they can 
lead to alterations in shared values or patterns of social 
behavior or even to the reorganization of social relation-
ships and institutions. When this happens, sociologists 
speak of social change. To put it simply, using terms we 
defi ned in Chapter 6, “Social Groups and Organizations,” 
social change consists of any modifi cation in the social 

organization of a society in any of its social institutions or 

social roles.

Social change is often the result of collective behav-

ior, the relatively spontaneous social actions that occur 

when people respond to unstructured and ambiguous situ-

ations. Collective behavior has the potential for causing 
the unpredictable, and even the improbable, to happen. 
Collective actions are capable of unleashing powerful 
social forces that catch us by surprise and change our 
lives, at times temporarily but at other times even per-
manently. It is the more dramatic forms of collective 
behavior that we tend to remember: riots, mass hyste-
rias, lynchings, or panics. Fads, fashion, and rumor, how-
ever, also are forms of collective behavior.

Some collective behavior is violent and dramatic, such 
as the French Revolution of 1789 or the 1917 Russian 
Revolution. However, not all cases of violent social or 
collective behavior are instances of social change. Th us, 
the U.S. race riots of the late 1960s and early 1970s were 
not in themselves examples of social change. For that 
matter, not all social change need be violent. For exam-
ple, the transformation of the family into its modern 
forms over the past 200 years represents an enormous 
social change that has profoundly aff ected both the gen-
eral nature of society and each person’s childhood and 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this chapter, you should be able to do the 
following:

Describe the sources of social change in society. ◗

Describe the attributes and types of crowds. ◗

Know what the various dispersed forms of collective  ◗

behavior are.

Describe the major types of social movements. ◗

Understand the life cycle of social movements. ◗

Contrast differing ideologies and show how they  ◗

infl uence social change.

Explain the processes of cultural diffusion and forced  ◗

acculturation.

Understand the impact of technological innovation. ◗

Summarize the changes that will occur in the U.S.  ◗

labor force in the future.

ven though social change is a common fact of life 
and many people embrace it, equal numbers fear it. As 
common as social change may be, rebelling against it is 
also common. In 1811, the Luddites, English textile weav-
ers who had been displaced by the invention of the auto-
matic loom, smashed those machines in a revolt against 
the Industrial Revolution. Many written works that we 
hold in high esteem were really expressions of distress 
over the way science was going to change the world for 
the worse. Henry David Th oreau’s book, Walden, is essen-
tially about one man’s rebellion against the complicated 
world coming about because of social change. Mary 
Shelley’s novel, Frankenstein, published more than 150 
years ago, is not really just about a monster created in the 
laboratory but about a world in which scientists can use 
technology to create havoc. Stanley Kubrick’s classic fi lm, 
2001, warns us of the same danger when we see HAL, the 
robot computer, going out of control. Ted Kaczynski, the 
person known as the Unabomber, who sent letter bombs 
to those he thought were responsible for some of the tech-
nological changes in society, was also rebelling in a vicious 
way against a changing world. All around us, we have aca-
demics, writers, and journalists who refuse to use com-
puters to write with and insist on using their manual 
typewriters or even legal pads to produce their works. All 
these people are saying that social change, although inev-
itable, should not be embraced wholeheartedly.

Twenty-fi ve centuries ago, the Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus lectured on the inevitability of change. “You 
cannot step into the same river twice,” he said, “for . . . 
waters are continually fl owing on.” Indeed, he observed, 
“everything gives way and nothing stays fi xed” (quoted 

E
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adult experiences. Similarly, the rise of computer tech-
nology and developments in telecommunications over 
the past few decades have resulted in the emergence of 
what sociologist Edward Shils (1971) described as “mass 
society,” in which vast numbers of individuals share col-
lectively in the community and in a common language.

Sources of Social Change

What causes social change? Sociologists have cited several 
factors. Th ose factors, which we shall consider here, are 
categorized as internal and external sources of change.

Internal Sources of Social Change

Internal sources of social change include those factors 

that originate within a specifi c society and that singly or 

in combination produce signifi cant alterations in its social 

organization and structure. Th e most important internal 
sources of social change are technological innovation, 
ideology, and institutionalized structural inequality.

Technological Innovation Technological change in 
industrial society is advancing at a dizzying pace, car-
rying social organizations and institutions along with it. 
Computer- and communications-based electronic infor-
mation technology has already transformed American 
life as we know it in the home, family, workplace, and 
school.

Th e Internet has rapidly changed our lives. By 2008, 
220 million people (73% of the population) in the United 
States were using the Internet. Even so, there are sig-
nifi cant disparities in online access by income and 
age. Internet usage goes up steadily with education 
and income. For example, 92% of those with a graduate 

degree use the Internet, but only 46% of those without 
a high school degree do. Ninety-fi ve percent of those 
who make more than $75,000 a year use the Internet, 
but only 55% of those who make less than $30,000 use it 
(Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2009).

Th e whole world has been transformed techno-
logically in a way that few imagined. By receiving and 
sending information through computers, we can check 
information anywhere in the world. (For an example 
of someone who did imagine what the world of the 
future would be like, see “Sociology in Strange Places: 
Predicting the Future of Computers—1967.”)

Technology increases the complexity in our lives. 
When taken individually, the new devices that surround 
us seem reasonable and helpful: GPS devices, cell phones, 
and the Internet just help us get more done, save time, 
and communicate with friends and colleagues more 
easily. But when taken together, and when used not just 
by us but also by everybody else in our society, these 
devices sometimes make our lives more complex.

Th e eff ects of new technology are not obvious at fi rst. 
With each new device, the number of ways we com-
municate with others increases. It used to be that the 
main way to reach someone was to use the land-line 
telephone. Now we can also communicate by way of cell 
phones, e-mail, instant messages, video conferences, 
and a number of other devices. People are accessible to 
us and we are more accessible to them. Th e same tech-
nologies that save us time can actually increase our obli-
gations (Homer-Dixon, 2000). (See “How Sociologists Do 
It: Coming Together but Staying Apart.”)

Ideology Th e term ideology most often refers to a set of 

interrelated religious or secular beliefs, values, and norms 

that justify the pursuit of a given set of goals through a 

given set of means. Th roughout history, ideologies have 
played a major role in shaping the direction of social 
change.

Conservative (or traditional) ideologies try to pre-

serve things as they are. Indeed, conservative ideolo-
gies can slow down social changes that technological 
advances are promoting.

For a brief period in the 13th Century Korea led the 
world in printing technology, introducing the use of 
metal for making printing blocks. Th is distinguished 
position was short-lived because Korean scholars refused 
to accept a 25-character phonetic alphabet that King 
Sejong developed to replace the thousands of Chinese 
ideographic characters then in use. . . . Korea’s printers 
were soon left behind by developments elsewhere. ( Jacobs, 
Macfarlane, and Asokan, 1997)

Liberal ideologies seek limited reforms that do not involve 

fundamental changes in the social structure of society. 
Affi  rmative-action programs, for example, are intended 
to redress historical patterns of discrimination that have 
kept women and minority groups from competing on 

The invention of the airplane was not in itself a social change, but 
the acceptance of the invention and the spread of air travel were.
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One of the most exciting prospects for the future is that 
all of us, however lacking in engineering skill, will some-
day be able to operate a computer as easily as we now 
operate our automobiles, because the computer itself will 
show us how. It is only a matter of time . . . before all of us 
will have our homes hooked up to what the scientists are 

calling “information public utilities” and will have brain 
power piped in just as we now have electric power. What 
the world will then be like staggers the imagination.

Source: E. Havemann, “Computers: Th eir Scope Today,” 
Playboy, October 1967.

SOCIOLOGY IN STRANGE PLACES:

Predicting the Future of Computers—1967

Are social networking sites such as Facebook and 
My Space bringing us together and blurring divisions 
of race and class? Many people believe the Internet 
erases social distinctions and produces greater 
unity. It might not be quite that simple. First, usage 
of social networking sites is segregated according to 
age. Younger people are much more likely than older 
adults to use social networking sites. For example, see 
Figure 18-1.

Next, there seem to be race and class diff erences 
among the sites even though Facebook and MySpace 

have very similar usage numbers. In 2009, each site 
had about 70 million U.S. visitors a month. White, 
upper-class and college-bound teenagers, however, 
seem to be migrating to Facebook—much like a 
crowd. Facebook users are more likely to be male 
and have completed college, whereas MySpace users 
are somewhat more likely to be female, black or 
Hispanic, and not to have completed college. Asians, 
already the group least likely to be on MySpace, are 
rapidly disappearing from the site. Facebook users 
tend to have parents with signifi cantly higher levels 
of education than MySpace users. Th e trend seems 
to be well known, and Facebook users are quick to 
use condescending language toward the MySpace 
users.

Why the social stratifi cation? Probably because 
people use these sites to connect with people they 
already know, and people tend to have friends like 
themselves. Social media mirror our social divisions 
rather than remove them. Technology can be used as 
a tool to connect with people, but it refl ects the rest 
of society.

Sources: E. Hargittai (2007). “Whose Space? Diff erences 
among Users and Non-users of Social Network Sites,” 
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 13, no. 1 
(2007): article 14, http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol13/issue1/
hargittai.html; Riva Richmond, “Does Social Network-
ing Breed Social Division?” New York Times, July 9, 2009. 
http://gadgetwise.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/07/09/does-
social-networking-breed-social-division/, accessed Au-
gust 3, 2009.

HOW SOCIOLOGISTS DO IT:

Coming Together but Staying Apart
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religious importance, and were the status symbol of 
tribal leaders. Women and young men had to ask per-
mission from a leader to use an ax, which reinforced the 
patriarchal authority structure. However, anybody could 
earn a steel ax from the missionaries simply by impress-
ing them as being deserving. With women and young 
men thus having direct access to superior tools, the 
symbols representing status relations between male and 
female as well as between young and old were devalued, 
and the norms governing those traditional relationships 
were upset. In addition, introducing into the tribe valu-
able tools that did not have religious sanctions governing 
their use led to a drastic rise in the incidence of theft. In 
fact, the entire moral order of the Yir Yoront was under-
mined because their myths explained the origins of all 
important things in the world but did not account for 
the arrival of steel axes. Th is, as Sharp observed, caused 
conditions fertile for the introduction of a new religion, 
a happy circumstance for the missionaries.

Diff usion occurs wherever and whenever diff erent 
cultures come into contact with one another, although 
contact is not essential for traits to diff use from one cul-
ture to another. For example, Native-American groups 
below the Arctic smoked tobacco long before the arrival 
of the Europeans. However, in Alaska, the Inuit (Eskimos) 
knew nothing of its pleasures. European settlers brought 
tobacco back to Europe, where it immediately became 
popular and diff used eastward across Central Europe 
and Eurasia, up into Siberia, and eventually across the 
Bering Strait to the Inuit.

Today, of course, when so many of the world’s peoples 
increasingly are in contact with one another through all 
forms of mass communication, cultural traits spread 
easily from one society to another. Th e direction of dif-
fusion, however, rarely is random or balanced among 
societies. In general, traits diff use from more power-
ful to weaker peoples, from the more technologically 
advanced to the less so. A social change that is imposed 

by might or conquest on weaker people is called forced 

acculturation.

CROWD BEHAVIOR AND SOCIAL  ●
CHANGE

Some social change involves crowds. A crowd is a tem-

porary concentration of people who focus on some thing 

or event but who also are attuned to one another’s behav-

ior. Th ere is a magnetic quality to a crowd; it attracts 
passersby, who often interrupt whatever they are doing 
to join. Th ink, for example, of the crowds that gather 
“out of nowhere” at fi res or accidents. Crowds also fas-
cinate social scientists because crowds always have 
within them the potential for unpredictable behavior 
and group action that erupts quickly and often seems to 
lack structure or direction—either from leaders or from 
institutionalized norms of behavior.

an equal footing with white males for jobs. Although 
far-reaching, these liberal ideological programs do not 
attempt to change the economic system that more radi-
cal critics believe is at the heart of job discrimination.

Radical (or revolutionary) ideologies reject liberal 
reforms as small adjustments that simply make the 
structural inequities of the system more bearable and 
therefore more likely to be maintained. Like the social-
ist political movement described in Chapter 15, Political 
and Economic Systems radical ideologies seek major 

structural changes in society. Interestingly, radicals 
sometimes share the objectives of conservatives in 
their opposition to liberal reforms that would lessen the 
severity of a problem, thereby making major structural 
changes less likely. For example, conservative as well as 
many radical groups bitterly attacked President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt’s New Deal policies in which federal funds 
were used to create jobs and bring the country out of the 
Great Depression. Conservatives attacked the New Deal 
as “creeping socialism,” and radicals saw it as a desper-
ate (and successful) attempt to save the faltering capital-
ist system and stave off  a socialist revolution.

Reactions to Institutionalized Inequality When groups 
perceive themselves to be the victims of unjust and 
unequal societal patterns or laws, they are likely to 
demand social, economic, political, and cultural 
reforms. Such pressure for social change exists in 
U.S. society in a variety of forms. African Americans, 
Hispanics, and other minorities, for example, have 
often been the victims of institutionalized inequal-
ity. As these groups have asserted their rights, society 
has been forced to change. For example, federal, state, 
and local laws have been passed to make it illegal to 
discriminate against minorities in voting; in access to 
schools, the labor force, and housing; and in other sec-
tors of American life. Th e labor and civil rights move-
ments, for example, arose because of institutionalized 
inequalities in American society.

External Sources of Social Change

As we noted in Chapter 3, “Culture,” diff usion, the pro-
cess of transmitting traits from one culture to another, 
occurs when groups with diff erent cultures come into 
contact and exchange items and ideas with one another. 
Diff usion is thus an example of an external source of 

social change, changes within a society produced by 

events emanating from outside that society.

It does not take the diff usion of many cultural traits to 
produce profound social changes, as the anthropologist 
Lauriston Sharp (1952) demonstrated with regard to the 
introduction of steel axes to the Yir Yoront, a Stone Age 
tribe inhabiting southeastern Australia. Before European 
missionaries introduced steel axes to the Yir Yoront, the 
natives made axes by chipping and grinding stone—a 
long, laborious process. Axes were very valuable, had 
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to experience the crowd’s fervor. With a “we’re all 
in this together” attitude, the crowd discourages 
isolated factions and detached onlookers.

 4. Crowds need direction. Many crowds are in motion. 
Th ey can move physically as they do in a marching 
demonstration or emotionally as at a rock concert. 
Th e direction of movement is set by the crowd’s 
goals, which become so important to crowd 
members that individual and social diff erences 
lessen or disappear. Th is constant need for direction 
contains the seeds of danger. Having achieved or 
abandoned one goal, the crowd can easily seize on 
another, perhaps destructive, one. Th e direction 
a crowd will take depends on the type of crowd 
involved.

Types of Crowds

In his essay on collective behavior, Herbert Blumer 
(1946) classifi ed crowds into four types: acting, expres-
sive, conventional, and casual.

Acting Crowd An acting crowd is a group of people 

whose passions and tempers have been aroused by some 

focal event, who come to share a purpose, and who feed 

off  one another’s arousal, often erupting into spontaneous 

acts of violence.

In 2008, a celebration of the Lakers’ NBA Championship 
turned violent when more than 1,000 fans in downtown 
Los Angeles set fi res, vandalized cars and buildings, 
looted stores, and clashed with police. Th e crowd dam-
aged several police cars and several buses (LA Times, 
June 14, 2009).

Acting crowds can become violent and destructive, 
as 400 million worldwide television viewers discovered 
in the summer of 1985. Sixty thousand soccer fans had 
assembled in Brussels to watch the European Cup Finals 
between Italy and Great Britain.

Verbal taunts quickly turned into rocks and bottles 
being thrown. Suddenly, British fans stormed the fence 
and surged toward the Italian fans, trampling hun-
dreds of helpless spectators. Before the horror could be 
stopped, 38 people were dead and another 400 injured 
(Lacayo, 1985).

A threatened crowd is an acting crowd that is in 

a state of alarm, believing that some kind of danger is 

present. Such a crowd is in a state of panic, as when a 
crowded nightclub catches fi re and everybody tries to 
get out, jamming exits and trampling one another in 
their rush to escape. A threatened crowd created havoc 
when a busboy accidentally ignited an artifi cial palm at 
the Coconut Grove night club in Boston on November 
28, 1942, spreading fi re instantaneously throughout the 
club. Th e fi re lasted only 20 minutes, but 488 people died. 
Most died needlessly when panic gripped the crowd. Fire 
investigators found that the club’s main entrance—a 
revolving door—was jammed by hundreds of terrifi ed 

Attributes of Crowds

In his study, Crowds and Power (1978), Elias Canetti 
attributed the following traits to crowds:

 1. Crowds are self-generating. Crowds have no natural 
boundaries. When boundaries are imposed 
artifi cially—for example, by police barricades 
intended to isolate a street demonstration—there 
is an ever-present danger that the crowd will erupt 
and spill over the boundaries, thereby creating 
chaos. So, in eff ect, crowds always contain threats of 
chaos, serious disorder, and uncontrollable force.

 2. Crowds are characterized by equality. Social 
distinctions lose their importance within crowds. 
Indeed, Canetti believes that people join crowds 
specifi cally to achieve the condition of equality 
with one another, a condition that carries with it a 
charged and exciting atmosphere.

 3. Crowds love density. Th e circles of private space 
that usually surround each person in the normal 
course of events shrink to nothing in crowds. People 
pack together shoulder to shoulder, front to back, 
touching one another in ways normally reserved 
for intimates. Everyone included within the crowd 
must relinquish a bit of his or her personal identity 

Cultural diffusion inevitably results when people from one group 
or society come into contact with another. This area in Chinatown 
feels the impact of the rest of the city.
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Or an expressive crowd at a rock concert will become a 
threatened crowd if a fi re breaks out.

Changing times can also aff ect the nature of crowds. 
For example, until the 1970s, British soccer matches 
generally attracted conventional crowds who occasion-
ally turned into expressive crowds chanting team songs. 
Since the late 1970s, however, British soccer fans have 
become active crowds; fi ghting in the stands is epidemic, 
charging onto the fi eld to assault players and offi  cials 
has become common, and rioting has taken place. Th e 
problem of soccer riots has spread throughout the world, 
and dozens of videos are available on YouTube. A few of 
the many examples of soccer riots include ones in Italy, 
which has had many instances of soccer-related violence, 
usually set off  by random incidents such as the 2007 
which led to the killing of a police offi  cer. Rioting broke 
out during a game between two Sicilian teams Catania 
and Palermo. Th e crowds rampaged through the streets 
creating mayhem and eventually attacking the offi  cer. 
Another 70 people were injured. (Washington Post, 2007)
Because they are relatively concentrated in place and 
time, crowds present rich materials for sociological study 
(even if much of the data must be tracked down after the 
dust has settled). However, when collective behavior is 
widely dispersed among large numbers of people whose 
connection with one another is minimal or even elusive, 
the sociologist must then deal with phenomena that are 
extremely diffi  cult to study, including fads and fashions, 
rumors, public opinion, panics, and mass hysteria.

DISPERSED COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOR ●

In this age of mass media, with television, the Internet 
and other systems of communication spreading infor-
mation instantaneously throughout the entire popu-
lation, collective behavior shared by large numbers of 
people who have no direct knowledge of one another has 
become commonplace. Sociologists use the term mass 
to describe a collection of people who, although physically 

dispersed, participate in some event either physically or 

with a common concern or interest.

A nationwide television audience watching a presi-
dential address or a Super Bowl game is a mass. So are 
those individuals who rush out to buy the latest best-
selling CD and the fashion-conscious whose clothes 
always refl ect the “in” look. In other words, dispersed 
forms of collective behavior seem to be universal.

Fads and Fashions

Fads and fashion are transitory social changes (Vago, 
1980), patterns of behavior that are widely dispersed 
among a mass but that do not last long enough to 
become fi xed or institutionalized. Yet it would be fool-
ish to dismiss fads and fashions as unimportant just 
because they fade relatively quickly. In modern society, 

patrons. With their escape route blocked, those people 
died of burns and smoke inhalation only feet away from 
possible safety (Veltfort and Lee, 1943).

In February 2003, a nightspot known as the Station 
was consumed by fi re minutes after the band Great 
White lit off  an unlicensed pyrotechnic display at the 
beginning of its show. Th e pyrotechnics ignited highly 
fl ammable polyurethane packing foam that had been 
placed around the stage walls and ceiling as sound insu-
lation. Th e fi re engulfed the building within minutes 
and produced thick, toxic smoke that quickly overcame 
patrons trying to fl ee. Of the 350 people in the building at 
the time, 99 were killed and 184 were injured (Rowland, 
2003). In this incident and in the Coconut Grove fi re, 
as well as in other threatened crowds, there is a lack of 
communication regarding escape routes.

Expressive Crowd An expressive crowd is drawn 

together by the promise of personal gratifi cation through 

active participation in activities and events. For example, 
many rock concert audiences are not content simply to 
listen to the music and watch the show. In a very real 
sense, they want to be part of the show. Many dress in 
clothing calculated to draw attention to themselves, take 
drugs during the performance, body surf or slam dance 
in packed masses up against the stage, and delight in 
giving problems to security personnel.

Conventional Crowd A conventional crowd is a gath-

ering in which people’s behavior conforms to some well-

established set of cultural norms, and gratifi cation results 

from a passive appreciation of an event. Such crowds 
include the audiences attending lectures, the the-
ater, and classical music concerts, where everybody is 
expected to follow traditional norms of etiquette.

Casual Crowd A casual crowd is the inevitable out-
growth of modern society, in which large numbers of 
people live, work, and travel closely together. A casual 

crowd is any collection of people who happen, in the course 

of their private activities, to be in one place at the same time 

and focus attention on a common object or event. On Fifth 
Avenue in New York City at noon, many casual crowds 
gather to watch an accident, police activity, the construc-
tion of a new building, or a theatrical performer. A casual 
crowd has the potential of becoming an acting crowd or 
an expressive crowd; the nature of a crowd can change if 
events change.

The Changeable Nature of Crowds

Although the typology presented is useful for distin-
guishing kinds of crowds, it is important to recognize 
that any crowd can shift from one type to another. For 
example, if a sidewalk musician starts playing a violin 
on Fifth Avenue, part of the aggregate walking by will 
quickly consolidate into a casual crowd of onlookers. 
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and Marshall College swallowed three fi sh. Th e practice 
quickly escalated and new records were set daily, with 
89 being swallowed in one sitting at Clark University. 
Eventually, a pathologist at the U.S. Public Health Service 
cautioned that goldfi sh may contain tapeworms that 
could cause intestinal problems and anemia. Th e fad 
disappeared shortly thereafter (Levin, 1993).

A fad that is especially short-lived may be called a 
craze. Th e Mohawk hairstyle among both young males 
and females was a relatively short-lived craze, as was 
streaking, or running naked down a street or through a 
public gathering, in 1974. One streaker even ran on stage 
during the Academy Awards presentation.

At the peak of their popularity, fads and crazes can 
become competitive activities. For example, when 
streaking was a craze, individual streaking was followed 
by group streaking, streaking on horseback, and para-
chuting naked from a plane.

On other occasions, what appears to be a fad actually 
signals a trend and a change in social values. In 1922, 

fortunes are won and lost trying to predict fashions and 
fads in clothing, in entertainment preferences, in eating 
habits, in choices of investments.

Probably the easiest way to distinguish between fads 
and fashions is to look at their typical patterns of diff u-
sion through society. Fads are social changes with a very 
short life span marked by a rapid spread and an abrupt 
drop in popularity. Th is was the fate of the hula hoop 
in the 1950s and the dance known as the Twist in the 
1960s. Th e roller-skating fad that emerged in 1979 rolled 
off  into the pages of history sometime in the 1980s, as 
did the Rubik’s cube and Coleco, the company that made 
Cabbage Patch dolls, which went bankrupt in 1988. Th e 
Tickle Me Elmo stuff ed toys were quickly forgotten after 
the 1996 Christmas season. Although you or your par-
ents might remember such past fads as yo-yos and Mr. 
Potato Head, recent fads include the introduction of 
Furby, Teletubbies, Pokemon, and Dragonball Z.

Some fads can seem particularly absurd. During the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, when many Americans 
were having trouble putting food on the table, college 
students started engaging in the practice of swallowing 
goldfi sh. Th e fad was started by a Harvard freshman who 
swallowed a single, live fi sh as fellow students looked 
on in disgust. Th ree weeks later, a student at Franklin 

Fashion statements are common throughout society. It is 
diffi cult to predict which ones will become widespread.

Fashions relate to standards of dress and manners during a 
particular time.
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Rumors

A rumor is information that is shared informally and 

spreads quickly through a mass or a crowd. It arises in 
situations that, for whatever reasons, create ambigu-
ity with regard to their truth or their meaning. Rumors 
can be true, false, or partially true, but characteristically, 
they are diffi  cult or impossible to verify.

Rumors are generally passed from one person to 
another through word of mouth but they can be started 
through television, radio, and the Internet as well. 
However, when the rumor source is the mass media, the 
rumor still needs people-to-people contact to escalate 
to the point of causing widespread concern (or even 
panic). Sociologists see rumors as one means through 
which collectivities try to bring defi nition and order to 
situations of uncertainty and confusion. In other words, 
rumors are “improvised news” (Shibutani, 1966).

Hard-to-believe rumors usually disappear fi rst, but 
this is not always the case. For 103 years, Procter & 
Gamble, the maker of familiar household products such 
as Mr. Clean and Tide laundry detergent, used the sym-
bol of the moon and 13 stars as a company logo on its 
products. A rumor started to circulate that the president 
of the company appeared on the Phil Donahue Show in 
1994 and announced that he was part of the church of 
Satan. Supposedly he was giving a large portion of the 
company’s profi ts to support the satanic church.

Th ere was no evidence to substantiate this rumor, and 
even though the man-in-the-moon symbol was adopted 
in 1851, the company fi nally decided to remove the logo 
from its products in 1985 (Koenig, 1985). In 1997, Procter 
& Gamble was still plagued by the rumor and fi led the 
latest in a series of lawsuits, this time against Amway 
Corporation and some of its distributors, for allegedly 
spreading rumors that Procter & Gamble is affi  liated with 
the Church of Satan. In 2007, a jury awarded P&G $19.25 
million after fi nding that Amway distributors had spread 
false rumors about Proctor & Gamble. Similar rumors 
were spread about Liz Claiborne and McDonalds.

Public Opinion

Th e term public refers to a dispersed collectivity of indi-
viduals concerned with or engaged in a common prob-
lem, interest, focus, or activity. An opinion is a strongly 
held belief. Th us, public opinion refers to the beliefs held 

by a dispersed collectivity of individuals about a common 

problem, interest, focus, or activity. It is important to rec-
ognize that a public that forms around a common con-
cern is not necessarily united in its opinions regarding 
this concern. For example, Americans concerned about 
abortion are sharply divided into pro and con camps.

Whenever a public forms, it is a potential source 
for, or opposition to, whatever its focus is. Hence, it is 
extremely important for politicians, market analysts, 
public relations experts, and others who depend on 

newspapers reported the shocking news that smok-
ing was common among female college students. Th e 
University of Wisconsin’s dean of women said the smok-
ing fad, most popular among women of the “idle, blasé, 
disappointed class,” was already passing. She pointed 
out that an intelligent woman “cannot see herself rock-
ing a baby or making a pie with a cigarette in her mouth, 
fl icking ashes in the baby’s face or dropping them in the 
pie crust” (Schwarz, 1997).

Fashions relate to the standards of dress or manners 

in a given society at a certain time. Th ey spread more 
slowly and last longer than fads. In his study of fashions 
in European clothing from the eighteenth to the present 
century, Alfred A. Kroeber (1963) showed that although 
minor decorative features come and go rapidly (i.e., 
are faddish), basic silhouettes move through surpris-
ingly predictable cycles that he correlates with degrees 
of social and political stability. In times of great stress, 
fashions change erratically; but in peaceful times, the 
cycle seems to last 100 years he claimed.

Georg Simmel (1957) believed that changes in fashion 
(such as dress or manners) are introduced or adopted by 
the upper classes, who seek in this way to keep them-
selves visibly distinct from the lower classes. Of course, 
those immediately below them observe these fashions 
and adopt them in an attempt to identify themselves as 
upper class. Th is process repeats itself again and again, 
with the fashion slowly moving down the class ladder, 
rung by rung. When the upper classes see that their 
fashions have become commonplace, they take up new 
ones, and the process starts all over again.

Blue jeans have shown that this pattern is no longer 
true today. Jeans started out as sturdy work pants worn 
by those engaged in physical labor. Young people then 
started to wear them for play and everyday activities. 
College students wore them to class. Eventually, fash-
ion designers started to make fancier, higher-priced 
versions, known as designer jeans, worn by the middle 
and upper classes. Eventually, we came full circle with 
jeans with rips and signs of wear selling for hundreds of 
dollars. In this way, the introduction of blue jeans into 
the fashion scene represents movement in the opposite 
direction from what Simmel noted.

Of course, the power of the fashion business to shape 
consumer taste cannot be ignored. Fashion designers, 
manufacturers, wholesalers, and retailers earn money 
only when people tire of their old clothes and purchase 
new ones. Th us, they promote certain colors and widen 
and narrow lapels to create new looks, which consum-
ers purchase.

Indeed, the study of fads and fashions provides soci-
ologists with recurrent social events through which to 
study the processes of change. Because they so often 
involve concrete and quantifi able objects such as con-
sumer goods, fads and fashions are much easier to study 
and count than are rumors, another common form of 
dispersed collective behavior.
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36 suspected penis thieves were killed at the hands of 
angry mobs between 1997 and 2003. In 2008, police in 
Congo arrested 13 suspected sorcerers accused of using 
black magic to steal or shrink men’s penises. A wave of 
panic was triggered by the alleged witchcraft (China 
Daily, 2008).

Mass hysteria occurs when large numbers of people 

are overwhelmed with emotion and frenzied activity or 

become convinced that they have experienced something 

for which investigators can fi nd no discernible evidence. A 
panic is an uncoordinated group fl ight from a perceived 

danger, as in the public reaction to Orson Welles’s 1938 
radio broadcast of H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds.

According to Irving Janis and his colleagues (1964), 
people generally do not panic unless four conditions are 
met. First, people must feel that they are trapped in a 
life-threatening situation. Second, they must perceive 
that the threat to their safety is so large that they can do 
little else but try to escape. Th ird, they must realize that 
their escape routes are limited or inaccessible. Fourth, 
there must be a breakdown in communication between 
the front and rear of the crowd. Driven into a frenzy by 
fear, people at the rear of the crowd make desperate 
attempts to reach the exit doors, and their actions often 
completely close off  the possibility of escape.

Th e perception of danger that causes a panic can 
come from rational as well as irrational sources. A fi re 
in a crowded theater, for example, can cause people to 

public support to know the range of public opinion on 
many topics. Th ose individuals often are not willing to 
leave opinions to chance, however. Th ey seek to mold 
or infl uence public opinion, usually through the mass 
media. Advertisements are attempts to mold public 
opinion, primarily in the area of consumption. Th ey may 
create a need where there was none, as they did with 
fabric softeners, or they might try to convince consum-
ers that one product is better than another when there 
is actually no diff erence. Advertisements of a political 

nature, seeking to mobilize public support behind one 

specifi c party, candidate, or point of view technically are 
called propaganda (but usually by only the people in 
disagreement). For example, radio broadcasts from 
the former Soviet Union were habitually called “propa-
ganda blasts” by the American press, but similar Voice of 
America programs were called “news” or “informational 
broadcasts” by the same American press.

Opinion leaders are socially acknowledged experts 

whom the public turns to for advice. Th e more confl icting 
sources of information there are on an issue of public 
concern, the more powerful the position of opinion lead-
ers becomes. Th e leaders weigh various news sources and 
then provide an interpretation in what has been called the 
two-step fl ow of communication. Th ose opinion leaders 
can have a great infl uence on collective behavior, including 
voting (Lazarsfeld et al., 1968), patterns of consumption, 
and the acceptance of new ideas and inventions. Typically, 
each social stratum has its own opinion leaders (Katz, 
1957). Oprah Winfrey, for example, is an opinion leader 
in both the African-American and larger community. Th e 
mass media have turned news anchors into accepted 
opinion leaders for a broad portion of the American pub-
lic. Rush Limbaugh has emerged as one of the more infl u-
ential opinion leaders because the fortunes of political 
candidates can be determined by his loyal listeners.

When rumor and public opinion grip the public imag-
ination so strongly that facts no longer seem to matter, 
terrifying forces can be unleashed. Mass hysteria can 
reign, and panic can set in.

Mass Hysteria and Panic

A recurring and bizarre example of mass hysteria and 
panic has appeared throughout the world during the last 
few decades. An epidemic of penis theft swept Nigeria 
between 1975 and 1977. Men could be seen in the streets 
of Lagos holding on to their genitalia either openly or 
discreetly with their hand in their pockets. Only by being 
on guard could one prevent the theft. In a typical inci-
dent, someone would suddenly point to an individual 
and yell: Th ief ! My genitals are gone! Th e unfortunate 
“thief ” might be assaulted and even killed.

Th e so-called thievery seems to still take place. In 
April 2001, mobs in Nigeria lynched at least twelve sus-
pected penis thieves. Later that year, there were other 
deaths in neighboring Benin. One survey found at least 

According to Herbert Blumer, a crowd is a collectivity of people 
more or less waiting for something to happen. Eventually, 
something stirs them, and people react without the kind of 
caution and critical judgments they would normally use.
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their very nature, social movements are an expression of 
dissatisfaction with the way things are or with changes 
that are about to take place.

Participation in a social movement is, for most peo-
ple, only informal and indirect. Usually, large numbers of 
sympathizers identify with and support the movement 
and its program without joining any formal organiza-
tions associated with the movement.

For people to join a social movement, they must think 
that their own values, needs, goals, or beliefs are being 
stifl ed or challenged by the social structure or specifi c 
individuals. Th e people feel that this situation is unde-
sirable and that something must be done to set things 
right. Some catalyst, however, is needed to mobilize the 
discontent that people feel. Two major theories, relative 
deprivation theory and resource mobilization theory, 
attempt to explain how social movements emerge.

Relative Deprivation Theory

Relative deprivation is a term that was fi rst used by Samuel 
A. Stouff er (1950). It refers to the situation in which depri-
vation or disadvantage is measured not by objective stan-
dards but by comparison with the condition of others with 
whom one identifi es or thinks of as a reference group.

Th us, relative deprivation theory assumes social move-

ments are the outgrowth of the feeling of relative deprivation 

among the large numbers of people who believe they lack cer-

tain things they are entitled to—such as better living condi-
tions, working conditions, political rights, or social dignity.

From the standpoint of relative deprivation theory, 
the actual degree of deprivation people suff er is not 
automatically related to whether people feel deprived 
and therefore join a social movement to correct the 
situation. Rather, deprivation is considered unjust when 
others with whom the people identify do not suff er the 
deprivation (Gurr, 1970).

Karl Marx expressed this view when he noted,

A house may be large or small; as long as the surrounding 
houses are equally small it satisfi es all social demands for 
a dwelling. But let a palace arise beside the little house, 
and it shrinks from a little house to a hut. . . . Our desires 
and pleasures spring from society; we measure them, 
therefore, by society and not by the objects which serve for 
their satisfaction. Because they are of a social nature, they 
are of a relative nature. (Marx, 1968)

Th ere is a fl aw in the theory of relative deprivation in 
that, often, the people who protest a situation or condition 
might not be deprived. Sometimes people protest because 
a situation violates their learned standards of justice. Th e 
white civil rights marchers in the 1960s were not person-
ally the victims of anti-black discrimination. We could 
argue, however, that they were experiencing deprivation 
in the sense that the reality was not judged to be what it 
ought to be. Th ey were experiencing a moral as opposed 
to a material or personal social deprivation (Rose, 1982).

lose control and trample one another in their attempt 
to escape. Th is happened when fi re broke out at the 
Beverly Hills Supper Club in Southgate, Kentucky, on 
May 28, 1977. When employees discovered an out-of-
control fi re, they warned the 2,500 patrons and tried to 
usher them out of the building. A panic resulted as peo-
ple attempted to escape the overcrowded, smoke-fi lled 
building. People trampled each other trying to reach the 
exits, and 165 people died in the process.

Such extreme events are not very common, but they 
do occur often enough to present a challenge to social 
scientists, some of whom believe there is a rational core 
behind what at fi rst glance appears to be wholly irra-
tional behavior (Rosen, 1968). For example, sociologist 
Kai T. Erikson (1966) looked for the rational core behind 
the wave of witchcraft trials and hangings that raged 
through the Massachusetts Bay Colony beginning in 
1692. Erikson joins most other scholars in viewing this 
troublesome episode in American history as an instance 
of mass hysteria (Brown, 1954). He accounts for it as one 
of a series of symptoms, suggesting that the colony was 
in the grip of a serious identity crisis and needed to cre-
ate real and present evil fi gures who stood for what the 
colony was not—thus enabling the colony to defi ne its 
identity in contrast and build a viable self-image.

Mass hysterias account for some of the more unpleas-
ant episodes in history. Of all social phenomena, they 
are among the least understood—a serious gap in our 
knowledge of human behavior.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS ●

A social movement is a form of collective behavior in 

which large numbers of people are organized or alerted 

to support and bring about, or to resist, social change. By 

Leadership is an important ingredient in the emergence of a 
social movement.
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Th e main purpose of the Klansmen was to defend and 
restore what they conceive as traditional cultural val-
ues. Th eir values legitimized prejudice and discrimi-
nation based on race, ethnicity, and religion, patterns 
that are now neither culturally legitimate nor legal 
(Chalmers, 1980).

Recently, this kind of reactionary fanaticism has been 
displayed by organized groups of teenagers who are part 
of a neo-Nazi political movement. Th e teens, known as 
skinheads, are white supremacists who commit a vari-
ety of hate crimes against blacks, immigrants, and Jews 
across the country.

Conservative Social Movement Conservative social 

movements seek to maintain society’s current values by 

reacting to change or threats of change that they believe 

will undermine the status quo. Many of the evangelical 
religious groups hold conservative views. For example, 
they often oppose the forces that promulgate equal 
rights for women. To preserve what they consider to be 
traditional values of the family and religion, these groups 
have threatened to boycott advertisers that sponsor 
television programs containing sex and violence and 
have mounted successful campaigns to defeat political 
candidates who oppose their views.

Conservative movements are most likely to arise 
when traditional-minded people perceive a threat of 
change that might alter the status quo. Reacting to 
what might happen if another movement achieves its 
goals, members of conservative movements mobilize 
an “anti” movement crusade. Th us, antigun control 
groups have waged political war against any group 
seeking to restrict access to guns, whether handguns or 
assault weapons. Although reactive in nature, conserva-
tive movements are far diff erent from true reactionary 
movements, which attempt to restore values that have 
already changed.

Revisionary Social Movement Revisionary social 

move ments seek partial or slight changes within the 

existing order but do not threaten the order itself.

Th e women’s movement, for example, seeks to 
change the institutions and practices that have imposed 
prejudice and discrimination on women. Th e civil rights 
movements, the antinuclear movement, and the ecol-
ogy movement are all examples of revisionary social 
movements.

Revolutionary Social Movement Revolutionary social 

movements seek to overthrow all or nearly all of the exist-

ing social order and replace it with an order they consider 

more suitable. For example, the black guerrilla move-
ment in Zimbabwe ( formerly Rhodesia) was a revolu-
tionary movement. Th rough the use of arms and political 
agitation, the guerrillas were successful in forcing the 
white minority to turn over political power to the black 
majority and in creating a new form of government that 

Resource Mobilization Theory

Th e resource mobilization theory assumes that social 

movements arise at certain times and not at others because 

some people know how to mobilize and channel the popu-

lar discontent. Although discontent exists virtually every-
where, a social movement will not emerge until specifi c 
individuals actually mobilize resources available to a 
group by persuading people to contribute time, money, 
information, or anything else that might be valuable to 
the movement. An organizational format must also be 
developed for allocating these resources. Leadership, 
therefore, becomes a crucial ingredient of the emergence 
of a social movement.

Th e leadership tries to formulate the resources and 
ideology in such an attractive fashion that many oth-
ers will join the movement. It is not enough to make 
speeches and distribute fl iers; the messages have to strike 
a respondent chord in others (Ferree and Hess, 1985).

Types of Social Movements

In Chapter 15 Political and Economic Systems, we 
discussed rebellions and revolutions, which certainly 
qualify as social movements; but there are other kinds 
of social movements as well. Scholars diff er as to how 
they classify social movements, but some general char-
acteristics are well recognized. We shall discuss these 
characteristics according to William Bruce Cameron’s 
(1966) four social-movement classifi cations: reaction-
ary, conservative, revisionary, and revolutionary. In 
addition, we shall examine the concept of expressive 
social movements fi rst developed by Herbert Blumer 
(1946).

Although this classifi cation is useful to sociologists 
in their studies of social movements, in practice it is 
sometimes diffi  cult to place a social movement in only 
one category. Any social movement can possess a com-
plex set of ideological positions in regard to the many 
features of the society, its institutions, the class struc-
ture, and the diff erent categories of people within that 
society.

Reactionary Social Movement Reactionary social 

movements embrace the aims of the past and seek to 

return general society to yesterday’s values. Using slogans 
such as “the good old days” and “our grand and glori-
ous heritage,” reactionaries abhor the changes that have 
transformed society and are committed to re-creating a 
set of valued social conditions that they believe existed 
at an earlier time. Reactionary groups such as the neo-
Nazis and the Ku Klux Klan hold racial, ethnic, and reli-
gious values that are more characteristic of a previous 
historic period.

Th e Klan sought to uphold white dominance and 
what it sees as traditional morality. To do this, it threat-
ened, fl ogged, mutilated, and, on occasion, murdered. 
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structure in some way, expressive social movements 
stress personal feelings of satisfaction or well-being and 

typically arise to fi ll some void or to distract people from 

some great dissatisfaction in their lives. Th e Unifi cation 
Church and Hare Krishna are religious movements of 
this type.

The Life Cycle of Social Movements

Social movements, by their nature, do not last forever. 
Th ey rise, consolidate, and eventually succeed, fail, or 
change. Armand L. Mauss (1975) suggested that social 
movements typically pass through a series of fi ve life 

cycle stages: (1) incipiency, (2) coalescence, (3) insti-
tutionalization, (4) fragmentation, and (5) demise. 
However, these stages are by no means common to all 
social movements.

Incipiency Th e fi rst stage of a social movement, called 
incipiency, begins when large numbers of people 

become frustrated about a problem and do not perceive 

any solution to it through existing institutions. Incipiency 
occurred in the nineteenth century when American 
workers, desperate over their worsening working con-
ditions, formed the U.S. labor movement. Th is stage 
is a time of disorder, when people feel the need for 
something to give their lives direction and meaning 
or to channel their behavior toward achieving neces-
sary change. Disruption and violence can mark a social 
movement’s incipiency. In 1886 and 1887, as the labor 
movement grew, workers battled private Pinkerton 
agents and state militia and called nationwide strikes. 
Although physically beaten, the workers continued to 
organize.

Incipiency is also a time when leaders emerge. 
Various individuals off er competing solutions to the 
perceived societal problem, and some people are more 
persuasive than others. According to Max Weber (see 
Chapter 15 Political and Economic Systems), many of 
the more successful leaders have charismatic quali-
ties derived from exceptional personal characteris-
tics. Samuel Gompers, who launched the American 
Federation of Labor (AFL) in 1881, was such a leader, as 
was the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.

Coalescence During the second stage, known as 
coalescence, groups form around leaders to promote 

policies and to promulgate programs. Some groups join 
forces; others are defeated in the competition for new 
members. Gradually, a dominant group or coalition 
of groups emerges that establishes itself in a position 
of leadership. Its goals become the goals of many, its 
actions command wide participation, and its policies 
gain infl uence. Th e labor movement coalesced in 1905, 
when William D. Haywood organized the Industrial 
Workers of the World (IWW), which led its increas-
ingly dissatisfi ed members in a number of violent 

For people to join a social movement, they must think their 
own values, needs, goals, or beliefs are being stifl ed or 
challenged by the social structure or by specifi c individuals.

guaranteed 80 of the 100 seats in the country’s legislative 
body would be held by blacks.

Although revolutionary and revisionary social move-
ments both seek change in society, they diff er in the 
degree of change they seek. Th e American Revolution, 
for example, which sought to overthrow British colonial 
rule and led to the formation of our own government, 
diff ered signifi cantly from the women’s movement, 
which seeks change within the existing judicial and leg-
islative structures.

Expressive Social Movement Although other types 
of movements tend to focus on changing the social 
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Revisionary social movements try to make changes within 
society but do not threaten the social order.
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CIO. Also, demographic changes can transform a once-
strong social movement into a far less powerful force. 
Economic changes have been largely responsible for the 
fragmentation of the American labor movement. Unions 
now represent the smallest share of the labor force since 
World War II, even though the workforce continues 
to expand. Th eir lost power is due, in part, to a sharp 
decrease in the percentage of more easily unionized 
blue-collar workers in the labor force and a dramatic 
increase in the percentage of white-collar employees, 
who are largely resistant to unionization.

Demise Demise, the last stage, refers to the end of a 

social movement. Th e organizations the movement cre-
ated and the institutions they introduced might well 
survive—indeed, their goals can become offi  cial state 
policy—but they are no longer set apart from the main-
stream of society. Transformed from social movements 
into institutions, they leave behind well-entrenched 
organizations that guarantee their members the goals 
they sought. Th is pattern of social-movement demise 
has occurred in parts of the American labor movement. 
Th e United Auto Workers, for example, is no longer a 
social movement fi ghting for the rights of its members 
from the outskirts of the power structure. Rather, it is 
now an institutionalized part of society. All unions have 
not followed this course. Labor is still very much a social 
movement because it is trying to organize such previ-
ously unorganized groups as farm workers, nonunion-
ized clerical professional workers, and all workers in the 
traditionally nonunion South. Th e American Federation 
of State, County, and Municipal Employees is a recent 
example of the labor movement’s continued organiza-
tional eff orts.

GLOBALIZATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE ●

Globalization is the worldwide fl ow of goods, services, 

money, people, information, and culture. It leads to a 

greater interdependence and mutual awareness among 

the people of the world (Guillen, 2001).
Globalization, however, is also an ideology with mul-

tiple meanings. It is often identifi ed with technological 
solutions to economic development and reform. Th e 
term has also been adopted by cross-border advocacy 
organizations defending human rights, the environ-
ment, women’s rights, or world peace (Keck and Sikkink, 
1998). Th e environmental movement, in particular, has 
raised the banner of globalism in its struggle for a clean 
planet, as in its “Th ink Global, Act Local” slogan. Th us, 
globalization is often thought of as an impersonal and 
inevitable force. Its policies or behaviors are often criti-
cized, however praiseworthy some of them might be 
(Held et al., 1999).

It is unclear when globalization began. One could 
argue that globalization began with the dawn of history. 
Most research on the topic, however, has tended to view 

strikes. Labor coalescence continued in 1935, when 
such militant industrial union leaders as John L. Lewis 
of the United Mine Workers and David Dubinsky of the 
International Ladies Garment Workers founded the 
Committee for Industrial Organization (CIO), which 
rapidly organized the steel, automobile, and other basic 
industries. Th us, through coalescence, the labor move-
ment gradually created several large, increasingly pow-
erful organizations.

Institutionalization During the third stage, known as 
institutionalization, social movements reach the peak 

of their strength and infl uence and become fi rmly estab-

lished. Th eir leadership no longer depends on the elu-
sive quality of charisma to motivate followers. Rather, 
it has become fi rmly established in formal, rational 
organizations (see Chapter 5, “Social Interaction”) that 
have the power to eff ect lasting changes in the social 
order. At this point, the organizations themselves 
become part of the normal pattern of everyday life.

When the institutionalization of the U.S. labor move-
ment became formalized with the legalization of unions 
in the 1930s, union leaders no longer used the revolu-
tionary rhetoric that was necessary when unions were 
illegal. Instead, they talked in pragmatic terms, worked 
within the political power structure, and sought reforms 
within the structure of the existing democratic, capital-
istic system.

Not all social movements become institutionalized. 
In fact, social movements fail and disappear more often 
than they reach this stage. Institutionalization depends 
to a great degree on how the members feel about the 
movement—whether it refl ects their goals and has 
been successful in achieving them—and on the extent 
to which the movement is accepted or rejected by the 
larger society.

Ironically, the acceptance of a social movement can 
also mark its end. Many members drop out or lose inter-
est once a movement’s goals have been reached. It can 
be argued that a certain amount of opposition from 
those in power reminds the members that they still must 
work to accomplish their goals. Movement leaders often 
hope for a confrontation that will clarify the identity of 
the opposition and show the members against what and 
whom they must fi ght. Movements that evoke an apa-
thetic or disinterested response from the institutions 
controlling the power structure have few resources with 
which to unite their membership.

Fragmentation Fragmentation is the fourth stage of a 

social movement, when the movement gradually begins to 

fall apart. Organizational structures no longer seem nec-
essary because the changes they sought to bring about 
have been institutionalized or the changes they sought 
to block have been prevented. Disputes over doctrine 
might drive out dissident members, as when the United 
Auto Workers (UAW) and the Teamsters left the AFL-
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Globalization is neither a monolithic nor an inevitable 
phenomenon. Its impact varies across countries, societ-
ies, and time. Th erefore, it is diffi  cult to know exactly 
what the unexpected and unintended consequences 
will be. (For an example of an unintended consequence 
of globalization, see “Global Sociology: Big Profi ts from 
Small Hands.”)

SOCIAL CHANGE IN THE UNITED  ●
STATES

Th ere is virtually no area of life in the United States that 
has not changed in some respect since the relatively 
simple days of the 1950s. In addition, the pace of change 
will quicken even more as the turn of the century has 
passed. Th e following are a few of the major forces that 
are shaping future life in the United States.

globalization as beginning at the end of World War II, 
with the coming of the nuclear age, and the expansion of 
worldwide trade and investment (Guillen, 2001).

People also believe that globalization leads to the 
rise of a global culture. Th is idea goes back to Marshall 
McLuhan’s (1964) concept of the global village. Th e 
global culture produces a lifestyle that has spread 
throughout the world and results in the standardization 
of tastes and values. For example, former Secretary of 
the Treasury, Robert Reich (1991), stated that “national 
economies” are disappearing and companies no longer 
have a nationality; only people do. Th ere are, however, 
some skeptics who argue that the economy is becom-
ing more international but the world is as fragmented 
as ever. Anthropologist Cliff ord Geertz (1998) observes 
that the world is “growing both more global and more 
divided” at the same time.

Every time we buy an imported handmade carpet, an 
embroidered pair of jeans, or a soccer ball, there is a good 
chance that it was made by a child. Th ese items are sold 
by stores such as GapKids, Macy’s, and Ikea. Th e retailers 
say they have strict policies against selling products made 
by underage kids and follow the laws of the importing 
countries. Th ere are many loopholes, however, and even 
a well-intentioned importer cannot stop the abuse.

Th e UN International Labor Organization esti-
mates that there are 218 million child laborers world-
wide, most working in agriculture. Asia has the largest 
number of underage workers (122 million), followed 
by sub-Saharan Africa (49 million). Countries with the 
worst record of child labor include Cambodia, Mali, 
Burkina Faso, Bolivia, and Guatemala.

India also has many child workers. In Delhi, just 
across from the Delhi Stock Exchange, young boys, 
some as young as fi ve years old, work decorating 
photo frames, diaries, and shoe heels with sequins 
and pieces of glass. Such items are sold at American 
department stores.

Child labor is also a problem in the cocoa industry. 
With about 70% of the world’s cocoa grown in West 
Africa, child slavery in this industry is common. Cocoa 
buyers and importers, such as Nestlé and Archer 
Daniel Midlands, have been accused of buying cocoa 
beans picked by children forced to work long hours for 
no pay. Th e companies claim they cannot control the 
labor force used to pick cocoa beans. Pressure from 
the U.S. Congress produced a promise by the chocolate 
industry voluntarily to end child labor on cocoa farms 
by July 2005. Th e deadline passed with no change.

Child labor is not unknown in the United States. 
As recently as 2001, Nebraska’s legislature was debat-
ing whether to outlaw the use of 12- and 13-year-
olds in seed corn fi elds, where youngsters of this age 
accounted for 25% or more of the labor force. Th e dif-
ference is that the teenagers in the Midwest received 
$7 an hour, which they spent at the mall. Th eir Indian 
counterparts received 20 cents an hour to buy food.

What can you do?

1. Avoid buying products from countries known to 
have high rates of child labor. Th ese include Mali, 
where 63% of children work; Cambodia, where 
38% of children work; and Guatemala, where 23% 
of children work.

2. Buy items made in the United States or the 
European Union, which have strict labor laws.

3. Avoid counterfeit watches, purses, and clothing. 
Th ere is a good chance the goods were made in 
sweatshops with child labor.

Child labor will continue to be a problem as long as 
Americans (and Europeans) demand cheap goods—and 
incomes in emerging economies remain low. If a child is 
working, it is because his parents are desperately poor.

Sources: Megha Bahree, “Child Labor,” Forbes Maga-

zine, February 25, 2008, http://www.forbes.com/
forbes/2008/0225/072.html, accessed ; Zoe Chafe, “Child 
Labor Harms Many Young Lives,” Worldwatch Institute, 
2007, pp. 112–113; International Labour Organization, “Th e 
End of Child Labour: Within Reach,” Geneva, 2006.

GLOBAL SOCIOLOGY:

Big Profi ts from Small Hands
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Technological Change

In the past two decades, the personal computer and 
related technology has transformed the workplace and 
our lives. Biotechnology has helped us discover geneti-
cally engineered vaccines and a host of other benefi ts to 
society. Researchers increasingly tap the body itself as a 
new source of medications that genetic engineers can 
copy and improve on. New insights into human diseases 
should essentially make it possible to prevent such auto-
immune conditions as rheumatoid arthritis, multiple scle-
rosis, and insulin-dependent diabetes, in which the body 
mistakenly attacks its own tissue. What could possibly 
top what has already happened and the changes that have 
been produced? Th e immediate future will produce not 
just more technology but also some startling discoveries.

Even the individual scientist can now conduct research 
that was impossible just a short time ago. With a per-
sonal computer, the internet, and the ability to store large 
amounts of information, huge databases can be tapped, 
making hard-to-fi nd information available in minutes.

Computers themselves have already advanced to the 
point at which they enable scientists to “see” objects on 
a smaller scale than microscopes can. Th is should make 
a vital contribution to chemistry, chemical engineering, 
molecular biology, and other fi elds. Computers also will 
be able to describe complex events, such as the chemistry 
involved in photosynthesis, in greater detail than is pos-
sible with today’s instruments. Visual computing in eff ect 
reproduces the world around us mathematically within a 
computer. Th e objects can then be both seen and manip-
ulated in all sorts of ways. A researcher can describe the 
nature and behavior of an object or phenomenon with 
equations and present it visually. Th e objects simulated 
can include anything from the wing of an airplane to the 
interior of the sun. Th is kind of computing will create 
new areas of scientifi c inquiry and the development of 
new consumer products (Bylinsky, 1988).

Th e introduction of new technologies into our lives 
occurs at an ever more rapid pace. It took twelve years for 
10% of the public to have a color television set; ten years 
for 10% to have a video cassette recorder; eight for a cell 
phone; and four for a personal computer (Horrigan, 2005).

We must be careful to realize that technology 
infl uences rather than determines social change. 
Technological innovation always occurs in the context 
of other forces—political, economic, or historical—
which themselves help shape the technology and its 
uses. Technological innovation takes hold only when 
there is some need for it and social acceptance for it. 
Technology itself is neutral; people decide whether and 
how to use it (Rybczynski, 1983).

The Workforce of the Future

Employment opportunities are aff ected by population 
trends and changes in the size and composition of the 

U.S. population. Recent decades have seen occupations 
shift away from farming and manufacturing and toward 
white-collar jobs. Th e labor force today includes more 
older workers, women, and racial and ethnic minorities 
than in the past.

Th e projected labor force growth will be aff ected by 
the aging of the baby-boom generation, persons born 
between 1946 and 1964. In 2010, the baby-boom cohort 
of people aged 46 to 64 will represent about 16% of the 
work force (Lee and Mather, 2008). Th e median age of the 
labor force will continue to rise, even though the youth 
labor force (aged 16 to 24) is expected to grow more 
rapidly than the overall labor force for the fi rst time in 
25 years. Th e baby-boom generation is expected to stay 
in the labor force longer than the previous generation 
of workers because they are more highly educated and 
identify more strongly with their jobs.

In 2005, nearly 70% of the labor force was white. In the 
coming decades, the proportion of minorities and immi-
grants in the workforce will increase dramatically. Many 
more workers will be of African-American, Hispanic, 
or Asian heritage, refl ecting higher birthrates among 
African Americans, Hispanics, and substantial num-
bers of immigrants. Th e white share of the workforce 
will drop to 51% by 2050 (Toossi, 2006). As the Hispanic 
population continues to grow, its labor force will show 
substantial growth over that of blacks. Th e Asian popu-
lation also is growing rapidly.

Th e proportion of U.S. women who are in the labor 
force has increased from 43% in 1970 to 60% in 2007. 
Th e growth of women in the labor force has been more 
rapid than that for men. During this same period, the 
percentage of U.S. men in the labor force has declined 
from 80 to 73%. Part of the explanation for the decline 
in male labor force participation is due the aging of the 
male work force and entrance into retirement. Women 
will continue to join the labor force in growing numbers 
and are close to representing half of the labor force (46% 
in 2007) (Lee and Mather, 2008).

Th e workforce of the next decade will be infl uenced 
by a new generation of sophisticated information and 
communication technologies currently being intro-
duced into a wide variety of work situations. Nowhere is 
the eff ect of the computer revolution and reengineering 
of the workplace more pronounced than in the manufac-
turing sector. In the 1950s, 33% of all U.S. workers were 
employed in manufacturing. By 2010, only 11.4% of the 
workforce will be engaged in blue-collar manufacturing 
work. Contrary to popular opinion, the loss of manu-
facturing jobs is not due just to cheap foreign labor but 
more so to automation and technologically based effi  -
ciency. At the same time as the number of manufactur-
ing jobs has been declining, manufacturing productivity 
has been soaring. (See Figure 18-2 and Figure 18-3 for 
the fastest growing and fastest declining occupations.)

Service-producing industries will account for vir-
tually all the job growth, going forward, and certain 



PART 5 SOCIAL CHANGE AND SOCIAL ISSUES432

occupational groups are projected to grow faster than 
average. Computer and mathematical occupations are 
projected to add 2 million jobs. Th e demand for com-
puter-related occupations will continue to increase as a 
result of the rapid advances in computer technology and 
the continuing demand for new computer applications, 
including those for the Internet and intranets. In addi-
tion, demand is expected to increase for home health care 
workers, medical assistants, and corrections offi  cers.

Th e three slowest growing groups are offi  ce and 
administrative support occupations; production occu-
pations; and farming, fi shing, and forestry occupations 
(Fullerton, 2001).

Occupations that require the highest levels of edu-
cation and skill make up an increasing proportion of 
jobs. Of the 30 fastest growing occupations, 21 require 
a college degree. Th ere will still be many jobs available 
for those with only a high school diploma. However, the 
opportunities for those who do not fi nish high school 
will be increasingly limited, and people who cannot read 
may not be considered for most jobs. Th ose who have 
not completed high school are likely to have low-paying 
jobs with little advancement potential.

SUMMARY ■

Social change consists of any modifi cation in the • 
social organization of a society in any of its social 
institutions or social roles. It can take place gradu-
ally or relatively quickly, and it can be accomplished 
through violent or peaceful means.

Some social change involves collective behavior, • 
relatively spontaneous social actions that occur 
when people respond to unstructured and ambigu-
ous situations.

A crowd is a temporary concentration of people • 
who focus on some thing or event but who also are 
attuned to one another’s behavior. Crowds have 
the potential for unpredictable behavior and group 
action that erupts quickly and often seems to lack 
structure or direction.

Because the mass media today spread information • 
quickly among millions of people, collective behav-
ior is often shared by large numbers of people who 
have no direct knowledge of or contact with one 
another.

A social movement is a form of collective behavior • 
in which large numbers of people are organized or 
alerted to support and bring about or to resist social 
change. For people to join a social movement, they 
must feel that their own values, needs, goals, or 
beliefs are being stifl ed or challenged by the social 
structure or specifi c individuals and that things 
must be set right. Some catalyst, however, is needed 
to mobilize the discontent people feel.

Jobs Number of jobs lost

Stock clerks and order
filers

Cashiers

Farmers and ranchers

Sewing machine
operators

Packers and packagers

File clerks

Electrical electronic
equipment assemblers

Telemarketers

Inspectors and testers

Computer operators

130,000

120,000

110,000

100,000

100,000

95,000

70,000

50,000

50,000

45,000

FIGURE 18-3 Where the Jobs Are Not: Biggest 
Decreases between 2006 and 2016
Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational 
 Outlook Handbook, 2008–2009, http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco2003.htm, accessed 
August 2, 2009.

Registered nurses

Retail salespersons

Customer service
representatives

Home health aides

Postsecondary
teachers

Waiters and
waitresses

Nursing aides

Accountants
and auditors

Computer software
engineers

Elementary school
teachers

Jobs Number of jobs added

600,000

580,000

550,000

400,000

390,000

380,000

350,000

280,000

260,000

220,000

FIGURE 18-2 Where the Jobs Are: Biggest Increases 
between 2006 and 2016
Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook 
Handbook, 2008–2009, http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco2003.htm, accessed August 2, 2009.

http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco2003.htm
http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco2003.htm
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External sources of social change originate outside • 
of a society. Diff usion, the process of transmitting 
the traits of one culture to another, is an external 
source of social change.

Th ere is virtually no area of life in the United States • 
that has not changed in some respect since the 
1950s. Moreover, the pace of change is likely to 
quicken.

Media Resources

The Companion Website for Introduction 
to Sociology, Tenth Edition

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler

Supplement your review of this chapter by going to 
the companion website to take one of the tutorial 
quizzes, use the fl ash cards to master key terms, and 
check out the many other study aids you will fi nd 
there. You will also fi nd special features such as GSS 
data and Census information at your fi ngertips to 
help you complete that special project or do some 
research on your own.

In theory, social movements can be classifi ed • 
according to type; in practice, a given movement can 
possess a complex ideology that places parts of it in 
several classifi cations.

Relative deprivation theory assumes social move-• 
ments are the outgrowth of the feeling of relative 
deprivation among the large numbers of people who 
believe they lack certain things they are entitled to 
such as better living conditions, working conditions, 
political rights, or social dignity.

Resource mobilization theory assumes that social • 
movements arise at certain times and not at others 
because some people know how to mobilize and 
channel the popular discontent.

Social change can occur as a result of internal or • 
external forces.

Technological innovation is an important source of • 
internal change that has transformed the way we 
live and work.

Ideologies are an important internal source of change.• 
Ideologies are interrelated religious or secular • 
beliefs, values, and norms that justify the pursuit of a 
given set of goals through a given set of means.

www.cengage.com/sociology/tischler
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN STUDY GUIDE

Key Concepts and Thinkers ●

Match each concept with its defi nition, illustration, or explanation.

 a. Ideology
 b. Diffusion
 c. Forced acculturation
 d. Crowd
 e. Acting crowd
 f. Expressive crowd
 g. Mass
 h. Fad

 i. Craze
 j. Public opinion
 k. Opinion leaders
 l. Institutionalized inequality
 m. Social movement
 n. Relative deprivation theory
 o. Resource mobilization theory
 p. Reactionary social movement

 q. Revisionary social movement
 r. Expressive social movement
 s. Incipiency
 t. Coalescence
 u. Fragmentation
 v. Globalization
 w. Revolutionary social movement
 x. Panic

     1. A theory that assumes that social movements arise at certain times and not at others because 
some people know how to mobilize and channel the popular discontent

     2. A group of people, passionately aroused by some focal event, who often erupt into unplanned 
violence

     3. The increasing interdependence of people, businesses, and institutions in different countries

     4. Any collection of people who just happen, in the course of their private activities, to be in one 
place at the same time and focus their attention on a common object or event

     5. A social change with a very short life span marked by a rapid spread and an abrupt drop in 
popularity

     6. A fad that is especially short-lived

     7. Beliefs held by a dispersed collectivity of individuals about a common problem, interest, focus, 
or activity

     8. A large group of people who, although not physically gathered in one place, share participation 
in some event or share a common interest

     9. A sustained, organized effort by large numbers of people to support and bring about, or to 
 resist, social change

     10. Social change imposed on a population, often by a conquering group of outsiders

     11. Uncoordinated group fl ight from a perceived danger

     12. The fi rst stage of a social movement, when many people feel frustrated by the lack of currently 
available solutions to a problem

     13. Recognized experts who infl uence what the public thinks

     14. A movement that embraces the aims of the past and seeks to return the general society to yes-
terday’s values

     15. A set of interrelated values and beliefs that justifi es specifi c goals and means

     16. A movement that seeks small changes but does not challenge the legitimacy of existing social 
arrangements

     17. The theory that says social movements arise when people are dissatisfi ed with their position in 
society compared with others

     18. A movement that seeks to overthrow all or nearly all of the existing social order and replace it 
with an order they consider more suitable
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     19. A movement that stresses personal feelings, especially those of satisfaction or well-being

     20. The stage of a social movement when groups form around leaders and begin to devise propos-
als and strategies

     21. The spread of an idea or technology from one society to another

     22. Differences between groups caused by arrangements in the social system rather than by indi-
vidual acts of discrimination

     23. The next-to-last stage of social movement, when it begins to lose members and power

     24. A group of people drawn together by the promise of personal gratifi cation through participa-
tion in some event, such as a rock concert

Match the thinkers with their main ideas or contributions.

a. Elias Canetti c. Armand L. Mauss e. Samuel Stouffer
b. Irving Janis d. Kai Erikson

     1. Described the conditions under which people collectively panic

     2. Developed the concept of relative deprivation

     3. Explained the seventeenth-century Salem witchcraft trials as an episode of mass hysteria cre-
ated by the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s identity crisis

     4. Proposed a model of the “life cycle” of social movements from creation to demise

     5. Described the importance of traits of crowds

Central Idea Completions ●

Fill in the appropriate concepts and descriptions for each of the following questions.

1. What does your text mean when it says, “There is a fl aw in the theory of relative deprivation”? 

 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Differentiate between fads and fashions, providing two specifi c examples of each, one in the area of 
clothing and one in some area of behavior.

Fad:  _________________________________________________________________________________________

Clothing: __________________________________________________________________________________

Behavior:  __________________________________________________________________________________

Fashion: _____________________________________________________________________________________

Clothing: __________________________________________________________________________________

Behavior:  __________________________________________________________________________________

What are the stages in the life cycle of a social movement?

a.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

b.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

c.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________

d.  ___________________________________________________________________________________________
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State the four attributes of crowds and provide an example of each.

Example: __________________________________________________________________________________

Example: __________________________________________________________________________________

Example: __________________________________________________________________________________

Example: __________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Thought Exercises ●

1. Social movements and collective action require someone to organize a large number of people. How 
are these processes different in the age of the Internet compared with pre-Internet periods? What ef-
fect has the Internet had on the way social movements are organized and structured? What effect has it 
had on their effectiveness? Try to fi nd specifi c examples in this country and elsewhere.

2. Some social change is the result of deliberately planning an action. Other change emerges from the 
uncoordinated actions of individuals. How do you think the structure of relations between unmarried 
young men and women (i.e., dating, courtship, and so on) has changed over the past few generations? 
What are the sources for this social change, and how do these fi t into the categories of social change 
outlined in this chapter?

3. Movements surround some of the controversial issues on the current political landscape—abortion, homo-
sexuality, evolution, war, environmentalism, guns, and others. Choose one of these and analyze it as a social 
movement, using the concepts in this chapter. Show how concepts such as relative deprivation, life cycle, 
and resource mobilization help you understand the movement and allow you to compare it with others.

Internet Activity ●

1. Religious change is part of social change. Religions spread by both diffusion and forced accultura-
tion (conquest). Maps of War, at http://www.mapsofwar.com/images/Religion.swf, has a fl ash video 
showing the spread of world religions (Hinduism, Christianity, Islam, and so on), 5,000 years in 90 
seconds.

2. In the United States, the Progressive Era—roughly from 1870 to 1930—was a golden age for social 
movements. Public History at http://www.publichistory.org/reviews/view_issue.asp?IssueNumber=9 has 
links to many Web sites concerned with social movements and social change, everything from conserva-
tion and labor to advertising and temperance (the Anti-Saloon League).

Answers to Key Concepts ●

1. o; 2. e; 3. v; 4. d; 5. h; 6. i; 7. j; 8. g; 9. m; 10. c; 11. x; 12. s; 13. k; 14. p; 15. a; 16. q; 17. n; 18. 
w; 19. r; 20. t; 21. b; 22. l; 23. u; 24. f

Answers to Key Thinkers

1. b; 2. e; 3. d; 4. a; 5. c

http://www.mapsofwar.com/images/Religion.swf
http://www.publichistory.org/reviews/view_issue.asp?IssueNumber=9


Glossary

437

Abstract ideals Aspects of a religion that focus on 
correct ways of thinking and behaving rather than on a 
belief in supernatural forces, spirits, or beings.

Achieved statuses Statuses obtained as a result of 
individual eff orts.

Acting crowd A group of people whose passions and 
tempers have been aroused by some focal event, who 
come to share a purpose, who feed off  one another’s 
arousal, and who often erupt into spontaneous acts of 
violence.

Activity theory Th e view that satisfaction in later life is 
related to the level of activity the person engages in.

Adaptation Th e process by which human beings adjust 
to the changes in their environment.

Adult socialization Th e process by which adults learn 
new statuses and roles. Adult socialization continues 
throughout the adult years.

Affi  liation Meaningful interaction with others.
Age-specifi c death rates Th e annual number of deaths 

per 1,000 people at specifi c ages.
Alienation Th e process by which people lose control 

over the social institutions they themselves invented.
Analysis Th e process through which scientifi c data 

are organized so that comparisons can be made and 
conclusions drawn.

Anglo conformity A form of assimilation that involves 
the renunciation of the ancestral culture in favor of 
Anglo-American behavior and values.

Animism Th e belief in animate, personalized spirits or 
ghosts of ancestors that take an interest in, and actively 
work to infl uence, human aff airs.

Annihilation Th e deliberate practice of trying to 
exterminate a racial or ethnic group; also known as 
genocide.

Anomie Th e feeling of some individuals that their culture 
no longer provides adequate guidelines for behavior; a 
condition of “normlessness” in which values and norms 
have little impact.

Aristocracy Th e rule by a select few; a form of oligarchy.
Ascribed statuses Statuses conferred on an individual 

at birth or on other occasions by circumstances beyond 
the individual’s control.

Assimilation Th e process whereby groups with diff erent 
cultures come to have a common culture.

Associations Purposefully created special-interest 
groups that have clearly defi ned goals and offi  cial ways 
of doing things.

Authoritarian leader A type of instrumental leader who 
makes decisions and gives orders.

Authority Power regarded as legitimate by those over 
whom it is exercised and who also accept the authority’s 
legitimacy in imposing sanctions or even in using force 
if necessary.

Autocracy A political system in which the ultimate 
authority rests with a single person.

Bilateral descent system A descent system that traces 
kinship through both female and male family members.

Bilocal residence Marital residence rules allowing a 
newly married couple to live with either the husband’s 
or wife’s family of origin.

Blind investigator A researcher who does not know 
whether a specifi c subject belongs to the group of actual 
cases being investigated or to a comparison group. Th is 
is done to eliminate researcher bias.

Bourgeoisie Th e term used by Karl Marx to describe the 
owners of the means of production and distribution in 
capitalist societies.

Bureaucracy A formal, rationally organized social 
structure with clearly defi ned patterns of activity in 
which, ideally, every series of actions is fundamentally 
related to the organization’s purpose.

Capitalism An economic system based on private 
ownership of the means of production, in which 
resource allocation depends largely on market forces.

Caste system A rigid form of social stratifi cation based 
on ascribed characteristics that determine its members’ 
prestige, occupation, residence, and social relationships.

Casual crowd A crowd made up of a collection of people 
who, in the course of their private activities, happen to 
be in the same place at the same time.

Charismatic authority Th e power that derives from 
a ruler’s force of personality. It is the ability to inspire 
passion and devotion among followers.

City A unit typically incorporated according to the laws 
of the state within which it is located.

Class system A system of social stratifi cation that 
contains several social classes and in which greater 
social mobility is permitted than in a caste or estate 
system.

Closed society A society in which the various aspects of 
people’s lives are determined at birth and remain fi xed.

Coalescence Th e second stage in the life cycle of a social 
movement, when groups begin to form around leaders, 
promote policies, and promulgate programs.

Coercion A form of confl ict in which one of the parties in 
a confl ict is much stronger than the others and imposes 
its will because of that strength.

Cognitive culture Th e thinking component of culture, 
consisting of shared beliefs and knowledge of what 
the world is like—what is real and what is not, what is 
important and what is trivial. One of the two categories 
of nonmaterial culture.

Cohabitation Unmarried couples living together out of 
wedlock.

Collective behavior Relatively spontaneous 
social actions that occur when people respond to 
unstructured and ambiguous situations.

Collective conscience A society’s system of 
fundamental beliefs and values.

Command economy An economy in which the 
government makes all the decisions about production 
and consumption.

Communism Th e name commonly given to totalitarian 
socialist forms of government.
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Companionate marriage Marriage based on romantic 
love.

Competition A form of confl ict in which individuals or 
groups confi ne their confl ict within agreed-upon rules.

Concentric zone model A theory of city development in 
which the central city is made up of a business district 
and, radiating from this district, zones of low-income, 
working-class, middle-class, and upper-class residential 
units.

Conditioning Th e molding of behavior through 
repeated experiences that link a desired reaction with a 
particular object or event.

Confl ict Th e opposite of cooperation. People in confl ict 
struggle against one another for some commonly prized 
object or value.

Confl ict approach Th e view that the elite use their 
power to enact and enforce laws that support their own 
economic interests and go against the interests of the 
lower classes.

Confl ict theory A label that applies to any of a number 
of theories that assume society is in a constant state of 
social confl ict with only temporarily stable periods and 
that social phenomena are the result of this confl ict.

Consensus approach An approach to law that assumes 
laws are merely a formal version of the norms and 
values of the people.

Conservative ideologies Ideologies that try to preserve 
things as they are.

Conservative social movement A social movement that 
seeks to maintain society’s current values.

Constitutionalism Government power that is limited by 
law.

Contagion theory Th e theory that states members 
of a crowd acquire a crowd mentality, lose their 
characteristic inhibitions, and become highly receptive 
to group sentiments.

Context Th e conditions under which an action takes 
place, including the physical setting or place, the social 
environment, and the other activities surrounding the 
action.

Contractual cooperation Cooperation in which each 
person’s specifi c obligations are clearly spelled out.

Conventional crowd A crowd in which people’s behavior 
conforms to some well-established set of cultural norms 
and in which people’s gratifi cation results from passive 
appreciation of an event.

Convergence theory Views collective behavior as the 
outcome of situations in which people with similar 
characteristics, attitudes, and needs are drawn together.

Cooperative interaction A form of social interaction 
in which people act together to promote common 
interests or achieve shared goals.

Craze A fad that is especially short-lived.
Crime Behavior that violates a society’s legal code.
Criminal justice system Personnel and procedures for 

arrest, trial, and punishment to deal with violations of 
the law.

Cross-sectional study An examination of a population 
at a given point in time.

Crowd A temporary concentration of people who focus 
on some thing or event but who also are attuned to one 
another’s behavior.

Crude birthrate Th e number of annual births per 1,000 
population.

Crude death rate Th e annual number of deaths per 
1,000 population.

Cult A religious movement that often introduces 
totally new religious ideas and principles and involves 
an intense sense of mission. Cults usually have 
charismatic leaders who expect total commitment 
from the cult members.

Cultural lag A situation that develops when new 
patterns of behavior confl ict with traditional values. 
Cultural lag can occur when technological change 
(material culture) is more rapid than are changes in 
norms and values (nonmaterial culture).

Cultural relativism Th e position that social scientists 
doing cross-cultural research should view and analyze 
behaviors and customs within the cultural context in 
which they occur.

Cultural traits Items of a culture such as tools and 
materials used, beliefs, values, and typical ways of doing 
things.

Cultural transmission Th e transmission of major 
portions of a society’s knowledge, norms, values, 
and perspectives from one generation to the next. 
Cultural transmission is an intended function of 
education.

Cultural universals Forms or patterns for resolving 
the common, basic, human problems that are found 
in all cultures. Cultural universals include the division 
of labor, the incest taboo, marriage, the family, rites of 
passage, and ideology.

Culture All that human beings learn to do, to use, 
to produce, to know, and to believe as they grow to 
maturity and live out their lives in the social groups to 
which they belong.

Culture shock Th e reaction people may have when 
encountering cultural traditions diff erent from their 
own.

De facto segregation Segregation in public places and 
schools that results from residential patterns in which 
minority groups often live in areas of a city where there 
are few whites or none at all.

De jure segregation Segregation that is an outgrowth 
of local laws that prohibit one racial group from 
interacting with another.

Demise Th e last stage in the life cycle of a social 
movement, when the movement comes to an end.

Democracy A political system operating under the 
principles of constitutionalism, representative 
government, majority rule, civilian rule, and minority 
rights.

Democratic leader A type of instrumental leader who 
attempts to encourage group members to reach a 
consensus.

Democratic socialism A political system that exhibits 
the dominant features of a democracy but in which the 
control of the economy is vested in the government to a 
greater extent than under capitalism.

Demographic transition theory A theory that explains 
population dynamics in terms of four distinct stages 
from high fertility and high mortality to relatively low 
fertility and low mortality.
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Demography Th e study of the dynamics of human 
populations.

Denomination A religious group that tends to 
draw its membership from a particular socially 
acceptable class or ethnic group or at least in which 
its leadership positions are dominated by members of 
such a group.

Dependency ratio Th e number of people of nonworking 
age in a society for every 100 people of working age.

Dependent variable A variable that changes in response 
to changes in the independent variable.

Deviant behavior Behavior that fails to conform to the 
rules or norms of the group in which it occurs.

Dictatorship A totalitarian government in which all 
power rests ultimately in one person, who generally 
heads the only recognized political party.

Diff usion One of the two mechanisms responsible for 
cultural evolution. Diff usion is the movement of cultural 
traits from one culture to another.

Directed cooperation Cooperation characterized by a 
joint eff ort under the control of people in authority.

Discrimination Diff erential treatment, usually unequal 
and injurious, accorded to individuals who are assumed 
to belong to a particular category or group.

Disengagement theory States that aging involves 
an inevitable withdrawal, or disengagement, from 
positions of social responsibility as part of the orderly 
operation of society.

Diversion Steering youthful off enders away from the 
juvenile justice system to nonoffi  cial social agencies.

Double-blind investigator A researcher who does not 
know either the kind of subject being investigated or the 
hypothesis being tested.

Dramaturgy Th e study of the roles people play to create 
a particular impression in others.

Dyad A group that contains only two members.
Ecclesia A church that shares the same ethical system as 

the secular society and that has come to represent and 
promote the interests of the society at large.

Economy An institution whose primary function is 
to determine the manner in which society produces, 
distributes, and consumes goods and services.

Ecumenism Th e trend among many religions to draw 
together and project a sense of unity and common 
direction.

Ego In Freudian theory, one of the three separately 
functioning parts of the self. Th e ego tries to mediate 
in the confl ict between the id and the superego and to 
fi nd socially acceptable ways for the id’s drives to be 
expressed. Th is part of the self constantly evaluates 
social realities and looks for ways to adjust to them.

Electorate Th ose citizens eligible to vote.
Emergent norm theory Notes that even though crowd 

members may have diff erent motives for participating 
in collective behavior, they acquire common standards 
by observing and listening to one another.

Emigration Th e movement of a population from an area.
Empirical question A question that can be answered by 

observation and analysis of the world as it is known.
Empiricism Th e view that generalizations are valid only 

if they rely on evidence that can be observed directly or 
verifi ed through our senses.

Endogamy Societal norms that limit the social 
categories from within which one can choose a 
marriage partner.

Environmental determinism Th e belief that the 
environment dictates cultural patterns.

Estate A segment of a society that has legally established 
rights and duties.

Estate system A closed system of stratifi cation in which 
social position is defi ned by law, and membership 
is based primarily on inheritance. A very limited 
possibility of upward mobility exists.

Ethnic group A group that has a distinct cultural 
tradition with which its members identify and which 
might or might not be recognized by others.

Ethnocentrism Th e tendency to judge other cultures in 
terms of one’s own customs and values.

Ethnomethodology Th e study of the sets of rules or 
guidelines people use in their everyday living practices. 
Th is approach provides information about a society’s 
unwritten rules for social behavior.

Ethology Th e scientifi c study of animal behavior.
Evolution Th e continuous change from a simpler 

condition to a more complex state.
Exchange interaction An interaction involving one 

person doing something for another with the express 
purpose of receiving a reward or return.

Exogamy Societal norms that require an individual to 
marry someone outside his or her culturally defi ned 
group.

Experiment An investigation in which the variables 
being studied are controlled and the researcher 
obtains the results through precise observation and 
measurement.

Expressive crowd A crowd that is drawn together by 
the promise of personal gratifi cation for its members 
through active participation in activities and events.

Expressive leadership A form of leadership in which a 
leader works to keep relations among group members 
harmonious and morale high.

Expressive social movement A social movement that 
stresses personal feelings of satisfaction or well-being 
and that typically arises to fi ll some void or to distract 
people from some great dissatisfaction in their lives.

Expulsion Th e process of forcing a group to leave the 
territory in which it resides.

Extended families Families that include, in addition 
to nuclear family members, other relatives such as the 
parents’ parents, the parents’ siblings, and in-laws.

External means of social control Th e ways in which 
others respond to a person’s behavior that channel his 
or her behavior along culturally approved lines.

External source of social change Changes within a 
society produced by events external to that society.

Exurbs Th e fast-growing area located in a newer, second 
ring beyond the old suburbs.

Fad A transitory social change that has a very short life 
span marked by a rapid spread and an abrupt drop from 
popularity.

Family of orientation Th e nuclear family in which one is 
born and raised. Also known as family of origin.

Family of procreation Th e family that is created by 
marriage.
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Fascism A political-economic system characterized by 
totalitarian capitalism.

Fashion A transitory change in the standards of dress or 
manners in a given society.

Fecundity Th e physiological ability to have children.
Felonies Off enses punishable by a year or more in a 

state prison.
Fertility Th e actual number of births in the population.
Fertility rate Th e number of annual births per 1,000 

women of childbearing age in a population.
Folkways Norms that permit a rather wide degree of 

individual interpretation as long as certain limits are 
not overstepped. Folkways change with time and vary 
from culture to culture.

Forced acculturation Social change imposed on 
weaker peoples by might or conquest.

Forced migration Th e expulsion of a group of people 
through direct action.

Formal negative sanctions Actions that express 
institutionalized disapproval of a person’s behavior, 
such as expulsion, dismissal, or imprisonment. Th ey 
are usually applied within the context of a society’s 
formal organizations, including schools, corporations, 
and the legal system.

Formal positive sanctions Actions that express 
social approval of a person’s behavior, such as public 
gatherings, rituals, or ceremonies.

Formal sanctions Sanctions that are applied in a public 
ritual, usually under the direct or indirect leadership of 
social authorities. Examples: the award of a prize or the 
announcement of an expulsion.

Fragmentation Th e fourth stage in the life cycle of 
a social movement, when the movement gradually 
begins to fall apart.

Functionalism (structural functionalism) One of the 
major sociological perspectives, which assumes that 
society is a system of highly interrelated parts that 
operate ( function) together rather harmoniously.

Funnel eff ect Th e situation in our criminal justice 
system whereby many crimes are committed, but few 
criminals seem to be punished.

Game stage According to George Herbert Mead, the 
stage in the development of the self when the child 
learns there are rules that specify the proper and 
correct relationship among the players.

Gemeinschaft A community in which relationships are 
intimate, cooperative, and personal.

Gender Th e social, psychological, and cultural 
attributes of masculinity and femininity that are based 
on biological distinctions.

Gender identity Th e view of ourselves resulting from 
our sex.

Gender-role socialization Th e lifelong process 
whereby people learn the values, attitudes, and 
behavior considered appropriate to each sex by their 
culture.

Generalized adaptability One of the two forms 
of adaptation. Generalized adaptation involves 
developing more complicated yet more fl exible ways of 
doing things.

Generalized others Th e viewpoints, attitudes, and 
expectations of society as a whole or of a general 

community of people that we are aware of and who are 
important to us.

Genes Th e set of inherited units of biological material 
with which each individual is born.

Gentrifi cation A trend that involves young, middle-
class people moving to marginal urban areas, 
upgrading the neighborhood and displacing some 
of the poor residents, who become priced out of the 
available housing.

Gesellschaft A society in which relationships are 
impersonal and independent.

Ghetto A term originally used to refer to the segregated 
quarter of a city where the Jews in Europe were often 
forced to live. Today it is used to refer to any kind of 
segregated living environment.

Group A collection of specifi c, identifi able people.
Hidden curriculum Th e social attitudes and values 

learned in school that prepare children to accept the 
requirements of adult life and to fi t into the social, 
political, and economic statuses of adult life.

Homogamy Th e tendency to choose a spouse with a 
similar racial, religious, ethnic, educational, age, and 
socioeconomic background.

Horizontal mobility Movement that involves a change 
in status with no corresponding change in social class.

Hypothesis A testable statement about the relationship 
between two or more empirical variables.

I Th e portion of the self that wishes to have free 
expression, to be active, and to be spontaneous.

Id In Freudian theory, one of the three separately 
functioning parts of the self. Th e id consists of the 
unconscious drives or instincts that Freud believed 
every human being inherits.

Idealistic point A term developed by Pitirim A. Sorokin 
to refer to the situation in which sensate and ideational 
values coexist in a harmonious mix.

Ideal norms Expectations of what people should do 
under perfect conditions. Th e norm that marriage 
will last “until death do us part” is an ideal norm in 
American society.

Ideal type A simplifi ed, exaggerated model of reality 
used to illustrate a concept.

Ideologies Strongly held beliefs and values to which 
group members are fi rmly committed and which 
cement the social structure.

Ideology A set of interrelated religious or secular beliefs, 
values, and norms justifying the pursuit of a given set of 
goals through a given set of means.

Immigration Th e movement of a population into an 
area.

Incest Th e term used to describe sexual relations within 
families. Most cultures have strict taboos against 
incest, which is often associated with strong feelings of 
horror and revulsion.

Incest taboo A societal prohibition that forbids sexual 
intercourse among closely related individuals.

Incipiency Th e fi rst stage in the life cycle of a social 
movement, when large numbers of people perceive a 
problem without an existing solution.

Independent variable A variable that changes for 
reasons that have nothing to do with the dependent 
variable.
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Industrial cities Cities established during or after 
the Industrial Revolution, characterized by large 
populations that work primarily in industrial or 
service-related jobs.

Infant mortality rate Th e number of children who die 
within the fi rst year of life per 1,000 live births.

Informal negative sanctions Spontaneous displays 
of disapproval of a person’s behavior. Impolite 
treatment is directed toward the violator of a group 
norm.

Informal positive sanctions Spontaneous actions 
such as smiles, pats on the back, handshakes, 
congratulations, and hugs, through which individuals 
express their approval of another’s behavior.

Informal sanctions Responses by others to an 
individual’s behavior that arise spontaneously with 
little or no formal leadership.

Innovation Any new practice or tool that becomes 
widely accepted in a society.

Innovators Individuals who accept the culturally 
validated goal of success but fi nd deviant ways of 
reaching it.

Instincts Biologically inherited patterns of complex 
behavior.

Institutionalization Th e third stage in the life cycle of 
a social movement, when the movement reaches its 
peak of strength and infl uence and becomes fi rmly 
established.

Institutionalized prejudice and 

discrimination Complex societal arrangements that 
restrict the life chances and choices of a specifi cally 
defi ned group.

Instrumental leadership A form of leadership in which 
a leader actively proposes tasks and plans to guide the 
group toward achieving its goals.

Interactionist perspective An orientation that focuses 
on how individuals make sense of or interpret the 
social world in which they participate.

Intergenerational mobility Changes in the social level 
of a family through two or more generations.

Internal means of social control A group’s moral 
code becomes internalized and becomes part of each 
individual’s personal code of conduct that operates 
even in the absence of reactions by others.

Internal migration Th e movement of a population 
within a nation’s boundary lines.

Internal sources of social change Th e factors that 
originate within a specifi c society and that singly or 
in combination produce signifi cant alterations in its 
social organization and structure.

Interview A conversation between an investigator and a 
subject for the purpose of gathering information.

Intragenerational mobility Social changes during the 
lifetime of one individual.

Juvenile crime Th e violation of criminal laws by 
individuals under the age of 18.

Labeling theory A theory of deviance that assumes 
the social process by which an individual comes to be 
labeled a deviant contributes to causing more of the 
deviant behavior.

Laissez-faire capitalism Th e view of capitalism that 
believes government should stay out of business.

Laissez-faire leader A type of instrumental leader who 
is a leader in name or title only and does little actively 
to infl uence group aff airs.

Latent function One of two types of social functions 
identifi ed by Robert Merton referring to the 
unintended or not readily recognized consequences of 
a social process.

Laws Formal rules adopted by a society’s political 
authority.

Leader Someone who occupies a central role or position 
of dominance and infl uence in a group.

Legal code Th e formal body of rules adopted by a 
society’s political authority.

Legal-rational authority Authority that derives from 
the fact that specifi c individuals have clearly defi ned 
rights and duties to uphold and implement rules and 
procedures.

Liberal ideologies Ideologies that seek limited reforms 
that do not involve fundamental changes in the 
structure of society.

Libido One of the two basic instincts of the id. 
According to Freud, the libido controls the erotic or 
sexual drive.

Life expectancy Th e average number of years that a 
person born in a particular year can expect to live.

Lobbying Attempts by special-interest groups to 
infl uence government policy.

Longitudinal research A research approach in which 
a population is studied at several intervals over a 
relatively long period of time.

Looking-glass self A theory developed by Charles 
Horton Cooley to explain how individuals develop 
a sense of self through interaction with others. Th e 
theory has three stages: (1) We imagine how our 
actions appear to others, (2) we imagine how other 
people judge these actions, and (3) we make some sort 
of self-judgment based on the presumed judgments of 
others.

Magic Interaction with the supernatural. Magic does 
not involve the worship of a god or gods, but, rather, an 
attempt to coerce spirits or control supernatural forces.

Majority rule Th e right of people to assemble to express 
their views and seek to persuade others, to engage in 
political organizing, and to vote for whomever they wish.

Mana A Melanesian/Polynesian concept of the 
supernatural that refers to a diff use, nonpersonalized 
force that acts through anything that lives or moves.

Manifest function One of two types of social functions 
identifi ed by Robert Merton, referring to an intended 
and recognized consequence of a social process.

Marital residence rules Rules that govern where a 
newly married couple settles down and lives.

Marriage Th e socially recognized, legitimized, and 
supported union of individuals of opposite sexes.

Mass A collection of people who, although physically 
dispersed, participate in some event either physically 
or with a common concern or interest.

Mass hysteria A condition in which large numbers 
of people are overwhelmed with emotion and 
frenzied activity or become convinced that they have 
experienced something for which investigators can fi nd 
no discernible evidence.
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Mass media Methods of communication, including 
television, radio, magazines, fi lms, internet and 
newspapers, that have become some of society’s most 
important agents of socialization.

Master status One of the multiple statuses a person 
occupies that dominates the others in patterning that 
person’s life.

Material culture All the things human beings make and 
use, from small handheld tools to skyscrapers.

Matriarchal family A family in which most family 
aff airs are dominated by women.

Matrilineal system A descent system that traces 
kinship through the females of the family.

Matrilocal residence Marital residence rules that 
require a newly married couple to settle down near or 
within the wife’s mother’s household.

Me Th e portion of the self that is made up of those 
things learned through the socialization process from 
the family, peers, school, and so on.

Mechanically integrated society A type of society 
in which members have common goals and values 
and a deep and personal involvement with the 
community.

Mechanisms of social control Processes used by 
all societies and social groups to infl uence or mold 
members’ behavior to conform to group values and 
norms.

Metropolitan area An area that has a large population 
nucleus, together with the adjacent communities that 
are economically and socially integrated into that 
nucleus.

Middle-range theories Th eories concerned with 
explaining specifi c issues or aspects of society instead 
of trying to explain how all of society operates.

Migration Th e movement of populations from one 
geographical area to another.

Millenarian movements Religious movements that 
prophesy the end of the world, the destruction of all 
evil people and their works, and the saving of the just.

Minority A group of people who, because of physical or 
cultural characteristics, are singled out from others in 
the society in which they live for diff erent and unequal 
treatment and who therefore regard themselves as 
objects of collective discrimination.

Minority rights Th e minority has the right to try to 
change the laws of the majority.

Mixed economy An economy that combines free-
enterprise capitalism with government regulation of 
business, industry, and social-welfare programs.

Modernization Th e complex set of changes that take 
place as a traditional society becomes an industrial 
society.

Modernization theory Assumes that the economic 
diff erences among countries are due to technological 
and cultural diff erences.

Monogamous marriage Th e form of marriage in which 
each person is allowed only one spouse at a time.

Monotheism Th e belief in the existence of only one god.
Moral code Th e symbolic system, made up of a culture’s 

norms and values, in terms of which behavior takes on 
the quality of being good or bad, right or wrong.

Moral order A society’s shared view of right and wrong.

Mores Strongly held norms that usually have a moral 
connotation and are based on the central values of the 
culture.

Mortality Th e frequency of deaths in a population.
Multiple marriage A form of marriage in which an 

individual may have more than one spouse (polygamy).
Multiple nuclei model A theory of city development 

that emphasizes that diff erent industries have diff erent 
land-use and fi nancial requirements, which determine 
where they establish themselves. As similar industries 
are established close to one another, the immediate 
neighborhood is strongly shaped by the nature of its 
typical industry, becoming one of a number of separate 
nuclei that together constitute the city.

Negative sanctions Responses by others that 
discourage the individual from continuing or repeating 
the behavior.

Neolocal residence Marital residence standards that 
allow a newly married couple to live virtually anywhere, 
even thousands of miles from their families of origin.

Nonmaterial culture Th e totality of knowledge, beliefs, 
values, and rules for appropriate behavior that specifi es 
how a people should interact and how they may solve 
their problems.

Normal behavior Behavior that conforms to the rules 
or norms of the group in which it occurs.

Norms Specifi c rules of behavior that are agreed upon 
and shared within a culture to prescribe limits of 
acceptable behavior.

Nuclear family Th e most basic family form, made up of 
parents and their children, biological or adopted.

Nurture Th e entire socialization experience.
Oligarchy Rule by a few individuals who occupy the 

highest positions in an organization.
Open-ended interview (See semistructured interview.)
Open society A society that provides equal opportunity 

to everyone to compete for the role and status desired, 
regardless of race, religion, gender, or family history.

Operational defi nition A defi nition of an abstract 
concept in terms of the observable features that 
describe the things being investigated.

Opinion leaders Socially acknowledged experts to 
whom the public turns for advice.

Organically integrated society A type of society in 
which social solidarity depends on the cooperation 
of individuals in many positions who perform 
specialized tasks.

Organized crime Structured associations of individuals 
or groups who come together for the purpose of 
obtaining gain mostly from illegal activities.

Panic An uncoordinated group fl ight from a perceived 
danger.

Pantheon Th e hierarchy of deities in a religious belief 
system.

Paradigm A basic model for explaining events that 
provides a framework for the questions that generate 
and guide research.

Participant observation A research technique in which 
the investigator enters into a group’s activities while 
simultaneously studying the group’s behavior.

Patriarchal family A family in which most family aff airs 
are dominated by men.
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Patriarchal ideology Th e belief that men are superior 
to women and should control all important aspects of 
society.

Patrilineal system A family system that traces kinship 
through the males of the family.

Patrilocal residence Marital residence rules that 
require a newly married couple to settle down near or 
within the husband’s father’s household.

Peers Individuals who are social equals.
Personality Th e patterns of behavior and ways of thinking 

and feeling that are distinctive for each individual.
Play stage According to George Herbert Mead, the 

stage in the development of the self when the child 
has acquired language and begins not only to imitate 
behavior but also to formulate role expectation.

Pluralism Th e development and coexistence of separate 
racial and ethnic group identities in a society in which 
no single subgroup dominates.

Political action committees (PACs) Special-interest 
groups concerned with very specifi c issues who usually 
represent corporate, trade, or labor interests.

Political revolutions Relatively rapid transformations 
of state or government structures that are not 
accompanied by changes in social structure or 
stratifi cation.

Politics Th e process by which power is distributed and 
decisions are made.

Polyandrous family A polygamous family unit in which 
the central fi gure is female and the multiple spouses 
are male.

Polygamous families Nuclear families linked together 
by multiple marriage bonds, with one central individual 
married to several spouses.

Polygynous family A polygamous family unit in which 
the central person is male and the multiple spouses are 
female.

Polytheism Th e belief in a number of gods.
Positive checks Events, described by Th omas Robert 

Malthus, that limit reproduction either by causing the 
deaths of individuals before they reach reproductive 
age or by causing the deaths of large numbers of 
people, thereby lowering the overall population. 
Examples: famines, wars, and epidemics.

Positive sanctions Responses by others that encourage 
the individual to continue acting in a certain way.

Power Th e ability of an individual or group to attain 
goals, control events, and maintain infl uence over 
others—even in the face of opposition.

Prayer A religious ritual that enables individuals to 
communicate with supernatural beings or forces.

Preindustrial cities Cities established before the 
Industrial Revolution. Th ose cities were usually walled 
for protection, and power was typically shared between 
feudal lords and religious leaders.

Prejudice An irrationally based negative, or occasionally 
positive, attitude toward certain groups and their 
members.

Preparatory stage According to George Herbert Mead, 
the stage in the development of the self characterized 
by the child imitating the behavior of others, which 
prepares the child for learning social-role expectations.

Prestige Th e approval and respect an individual or 
group receives from other members of society.

Preventive checks Practices, described by Th omas 
Robert Malthus, that limit reproduction. Examples: 
contraception, prostitution, and other “vices.”

Primary deviance A term used in labeling theory 
to refer to the original behavior that leads to the 
individual being labeled as deviant.

Primary group A group characterized by intimate 
face-to-face association and cooperation. Primary 
groups involve interaction among members who 
have an emotional investment in one another and 
who interact as total individuals rather than through 
specialized roles.

Primary socialization Th e process by which children 
master the basic information and skills required of 
members of society.

Profane All empirically observable things that are 
knowable through ordinary everyday experiences.

Proletariat Th e label used by Karl Marx to describe the 
mass of people in society who have no other resources 
to sell than their labor.

Propaganda Advertisements of a political nature 
seeking to mobilize public support behind one specifi c 
party, candidate, or point of view.

Property crime An unlawful act that is committed with 
the intent of gaining property but does not involve the 
use or threat of force against an individual.

Psychoanalysis Th e form of therapy developed by 
Sigmund Freud for treating mental illness.

Psychoanalytic theory A body of thought developed 
by Sigmund Freud that rests on two basic hypotheses: 
(1) Every human act has a psychological cause or basis, 
and (2) every person has an unconscious mind.

Public opinion Th e beliefs held by a dispersed 
collectivity of individuals about a common concern, 
interest, focus, or activity.

Race A category of people who are defi ned as similar 
because of a number of physical characteristics.

Radical ideologies Ideologies that seek major 
structural changes in society.

Random sample A sample selected purely on the basis 
of chance.

Reactionary social movement A social movement that 
embraces the aims of the past and seeks to return the 
general society to yesterday’s values.

Reality principle A Freudian principle that explains 
the ego’s attempts to adjust to the socially appropriate 
demands of the real world.

Real norms Norms that allow for diff erences in 
individual behavior. Real norms specify how people 
actually behave, not how they should behave under 
ideal circumstances.

Rebellions Attempts to achieve rapid political change 
that is not possible within existing institutions.

Rebels Individuals who reject both the goals of what to 
them is an unfair social order and the institutionalized 
means of achieving them. Th ey propose alternative 
societal goals and institutions.

Recidivism Repeated criminal behavior after 
punishment.
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Reference group A group or social category that an 
individual uses to help defi ne beliefs, attitudes, and 
values and to guide behavior.

Reformulation Th e process in which traits passed from 
one culture to another are modifi ed to fi t better in their 
new context.

Relative deprivation theory A theory that assumes 
social movements are the outgrowth of the feeling 
among large numbers of people that they lack certain 
things they believe they are entitled to.

Reliability Th e ability to repeat the fi ndings of a 
research study.

Religion A system of beliefs, practices, and 
philosophical values, shared by a group of people, 
that defi nes the sacred, helps explain life, and off ers 
salvation from the problems of human existence.

Religious taboo A sacred prohibition against touching, 
mentioning, or looking at certain objects, acts, or 
people.

Replication Repetition of the same research procedure 
or experiment for the purpose of determining whether 
earlier results can be duplicated.

Representative government Th e authority to govern 
is achieved through, and legitimized by, popular 
elections.

Representative sample A sample that has the same 
distribution of characteristics as the larger population 
from which it is drawn.

Researcher bias Th e tendency for researchers to select 
data that support their hypothesis and to ignore data 
that appear to contradict it.

Research process A sequence of steps in the design and 
implementation of a research study, including defi ning 
the problem, reviewing previous research, determining 
the research design, defi ning the sample and collecting 
data, analyzing and interpreting the data, and 
preparing the fi nal research report.

Resocialization An important aspect of adult 
socialization that involves being exposed to ideas 
or values that confl ict with what was learned in 
childhood.

Resource-mobilization theory A theory that assumes 
social movements arise at certain times and not at 
others because some people know how to mobilize and 
channel popular discontent.

Retreatists Individuals—such as drug addicts, 
alcoholics, drifters, and panhandlers—who have pulled 
back from society altogether and who do not pursue 
culturally legitimate goals.

Revisionary social movement A social movement that 
seeks partial or slight changes within the existing order 
but does not threaten the order itself.

Revitalization movements Powerful religious 
movements that stress a return to the religious values 
of the past. Th ose movements spring up when a society 
is under great stress or attack.

Revolutionary social movement A social movement 
that seeks to overthrow all or nearly all of the existing 
social order and replace it with an order it considers to 
be more suitable.

Revolutions Relatively rapid transformations that 
produce change in a society’s power structure.

Rites of passage Standardized rituals that mark the 
transition from one stage of life to another.

Ritualists Individuals who deemphasize or reject the 
importance of success once they realize they will never 
achieve it and instead concentrate on following and 
enforcing rules more precisely than ever was intended.

Rituals Patterns of behavior or practices related to the 
sacred.

Role confl ict Th e situation in which an individual 
who is occupying more than one status at the same 
time is unable to enact the roles of one status without 
violating those of another.

Roles Culturally defi ned rules for proper behavior 
associated with every status.

Role sets Th e roles attached to a single status.
Role strain Th e stress that results from confl icting 

demands within a single role.
Rumor Information that is shared informally and 

spreads quickly through a mass or a crowd.
Sacred Th ings that are awe inspiring and knowable 

only through extraordinary experience. Sacred traits or 
objects symbolize important values.

Sample Th e particular subset of a larger population that 
has been selected for study.

Sampling A research technique in which a manageable 
number of subjects (a sample) is selected for study from 
a larger population.

Sampling error Th e failure to select a representative 
sample.

Sanctions Rewards and penalties used to regulate an 
individual’s behavior. All external means of control use 
sanctions.

Sapir–Whorf hypothesis A hypothesis that argues 
that the language a person uses determines his or her 
perception of reality.

Science A body of systematically arranged knowledge 
that shows the operation of general laws. Th e term also 
refers to the logical, systematic methods by which that 
knowledge is obtained.

Scientifi c method Th e approach to research that 
involves observation, experimentation, generalization, 
and verifi cation.

Secondary deviance A term used in labeling theory to 
refer to the deviant behavior that emerges as a result of 
having been labeled as deviant.

Secondary group A group that is characterized by an 
impersonal, formal organization with specifi c goals. 
Secondary groups are larger and much less intimate 
than are primary groups, and the relationships among 
members are patterned mostly by statuses and roles 
rather than by personality characteristics.

Sect A small religious group that adheres strictly to 
religious doctrine involving unconventional beliefs or 
forms of worship.

Sector model A modifi ed version of the concentric zone 
model, in which urban groups establish themselves 
along major transportation arteries around the central 
business district.

Secularization Th e process by which religious 
institutions are confi ned to ever-narrowing spheres of 
social infl uence while people turn to secular sources 
for moral guidance in their everyday lives.
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Segregation A form of subjugation that refers to the act, 
process, or state of being set apart.

Selectivity A process that defi nes some aspects of 
the world as important and others as unimportant. 
Selectivity is refl ected in the vocabulary and grammar 
of language.

Self Th e personal identity of each individual that is 
separate from his or her social identity.

Semistructured (open-ended) interview An interview 
in which the investigator asks a list of questions but is 
free to vary them or make up new ones that become 
important during the interview.

Sex Th e physical and biological diff erences between men 
and women.

Sick role A role that legitimates the deviant behavior 
caused by the illness and channels the individual into 
the health care system.

Signifi cant others Th e people who are most important in 
our development, such as parents, friends, and teachers.

Signs Objects or things that can represent other things 
because they share some important quality with them. 
A clenched fi st, for example, can be a sign of anger 
because fi sts are used in physical arguments.

Small group A relative term that refers to the many 
kinds of social groups that actually meet together and 
contain few enough members so that all members 
know one another.

Social action Anything people are conscious of doing 
because of other people.

Social aggregate People who happen to be in the same 
place but share little else.

Social attachments Th e emotional bonds that infants 
form with others that are necessary for normal 
development. Social attachments are a basic need of 
human beings and all primates.

Social change Any modifi cation in the social organization 
of a society in any of its social institutions or social roles.

Social class A category of people within a stratifi cation 
system who share similar economic positions, similar 
lifestyles, and similar attitudes and behavior.

Social Darwinism Th e application to society of Charles 
Darwin’s notion of survival of the fi ttest. Darwin 
believed those species of animals best adapted to 
the environment survived and prospered while those 
poorly adapted died out.

Social evaluation Th e process of making qualitative 
judgments on the basis of individual characteristics or 
behaviors.

Social function A social process that contributes to the 
ongoing operation or maintenance of society.

Social group A number of people who have a common 
identity, some feeling of unity, and certain common 
goals and shared norms.

Social identity Th e statuses that defi ne an individual. 
Social identity is determined by how others see us.

Social inequality Th e uneven distribution of privileges, 
material rewards, opportunities, power, prestige, and 
infl uence among individuals or groups.

Social institutions Th e ordered social relationships 
that grow out of the values, norms, statuses, and 
roles that organize the activities that fulfi ll society’s 
fundamental needs.

Social interaction Th e interplay between the actions of 
one individual and those of one or more other people.

Socialism An economic system under which the 
government owns and controls the major means of 
production and distribution. Centralized planning is 
used to set production and distribution goals.

Socialization Th e long and complicated processes 
of social interactions through which a child learns 
the intellectual, physical, and social skills needed to 
function as a member of society.

Social mobility Th e movement of an individual or a 
group from one social status to another.

Social movement A form of collective behavior in 
which large numbers of people are organized or alerted 
to support and bring about, or to resist, social change.

Social organization Th e web of actual interactions 
among individuals and groups in society that defi nes 
their mutual rights and responsibilities and diff ers from 
society to society.

Social revolutions Rapid and basic transformations 
of a society’s state and class structures that are 
accompanied, and in part carried through, by class-
based revolts.

Social sciences All those disciplines that apply 
scientifi c methods to the study of human behavior. 
Th e social sciences include sociology, cultural 
anthropology, psychology, economics, history, and 
political science.

Social solidarity People’s commitment and conformity 
to a society’s collective conscience.

Social stratifi cation Th e division of society into levels, 
steps, or positions that is perpetuated by the major 
institutions of society such as the economy, the family, 
religion, and education.

Social structure Th e stable, patterned relationships 
that exist among social institutions within a society.

Sociobiology An approach that tries to use biological 
principles to explain the behavior of social beings.

Sociological imagination Th e relationship between 
individual experiences and forces in the larger society 
that shape our actions.

Sociology Th e scientifi c study of human society and 
social interactions.

Specialization One of the two forms of adaptation. 
Specialization is developing ways of doing things that 
work extremely well in a particular environment or set 
of circumstances.

Spontaneous cooperation Th e oldest and most 
common form of cooperation, which arises from the 
needs of a particular situation.

State Th e institutionalized way of organizing power 
within territorial limits.

Statement of association A proposition that changes 
in one thing are related to changes in another but that 
one does not necessarily cause the other.

Statement of causality A proposition that one thing 
brings about, infl uences, or changes something else.

Statistical signifi cance A mathematical statement 
about the probability that some event or relationship is 
not due to chance alone.

Statuses Th e culturally and socially defi ned positions 
occupied by individuals throughout their lifetimes.
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Status inconsistency Situations in which people rank 
diff erently (higher or lower) on certain stratifi cation 
characteristics than on others.

Status off enses Behavior that is criminal only because 
the person involved is a minor.

Stratifi ed random sample A technique to make sure 
that all signifi cant variables are represented in a sample 
in proportion to their numbers in the larger population.

Structural conduciveness One of sociologist Neil 
Smelser’s six conditions that shape the outcome of 
collective behavior; refers to the conditions within 
society that can promote or encourage collective 
behavior.

Structural strain One of Smelser’s six conditions that 
shape the outcome of collective behavior; refers to the 
tension that develops when a group’s ideals confl ict 
with its everyday realities.

Structured interview An interview with a 
predetermined set of questions that are followed 
precisely with each subject.

Subculture Th e distinctive lifestyles, values, norms, and 
beliefs of certain segments of the population within a 
society.

Subgroups Splinter groups within the larger group.
Subjugation Th e subordination of one group and the 

assumption of a position of authority, power, and 
domination by the other.

Suburbs Territories that are part of a metropolitan 
statistical area but are outside the central city.

Superego In Freudian theory, one of the three separately 
functioning parts of the self. Th e superego consists of 
society’s norms and values, learned in the course of 
a person’s socialization, that often confl ict with the 
impulses of the id. Th e superego is the internal censor.

Supernaturalism A belief system that postulates the 
existence of impersonal forces that can infl uence 
human events.

Survey A research method in which a population or a 
sample is studied to reveal specifi c facts about it.

Symbolic interactionism A theoretical approach that 
stresses the meanings people place on their own and 
one another’s behavior.

Symbols Objects that represent other things. Unlike 
signs, symbols need not share any of the qualities of 
whatever they represent.

Taboo A sacred prohibition against touching, mentioning, 
or looking at certain objects, acts, or people.

Techniques of neutralization A process that makes it 
possible to justify illegal or deviant behavior.

Technological determinism Th e view that 
technological change has an important eff ect on 
a society and has an impact on its culture, social 
structure, and even its history.

Th eism A belief in divine beings—gods and goddesses—
who shape human aff airs.

Th eory of diff erential association A theory of juvenile 
delinquency based on the position that criminal 
behavior is learned in the context of intimate groups. 
People become criminals as a result of associating with 
others who engage in criminal activities.

Th reatened crowd A crowd that is in a state of alarm, 
believing itself to be in danger.

Total institutions Environments, such as prisons 
or mental hospitals, in which the participants are 
physically and socially isolated from the outside world.

Totalitarian capitalism A political-economic system 
under which the government retains control of the 
social institutions but allows the means of production 
and distribution to be owned and managed by private 
groups and individuals.

Totalitarian government A government in which one 
group has virtually total control of the nation’s social 
institutions.

Totalitarian socialism In addition to almost total 
regulation of all social institutions, the government 
controls and owns all major means of production and 
distribution.

Totem An ordinary object, such as a plant or animal, that 
has become a sacred symbol to a particular group that 
not only reveres the totem but identifi es with it.

Tracking Th e stratifi cation of students by ability, social 
class, and various other categories.

Tracks Th e academic and social levels typically assigned 
to and followed by the children of diff erent social 
classes.

Traditional authority Power that is rooted in the 
assumption that the customs of the past legitimize the 
present.

Traditional cooperation Cooperation that is tied to 
custom and is passed on from one generation to the next.

Traditional ideology An ideology that tries to preserve 
things as they are.

Triad A small group containing three members.
Unconscious Th e view that people are aware of only a 

small part of the thoughts and feelings that exist in their 
minds.

Universal church A church that includes all the 
members of a society within one united moral 
community.

Urbanization A process whereby a population becomes 
concentrated in a specifi c area because of migration 
patterns.

Urban population Th e inhabitants of an urbanized area 
and the inhabitants of incorporated or unincorporated 
areas with a population of 2,500 or more.

Validity Th e ability of a research study to test what it was 
designed to test.

Value-added theory A theory that attempts to explain 
whether collective behavior will occur and what 
direction it will take.

Values A culture’s general orientations toward life; its 
notion of what is good and bad, what is desirable and 
undesirable.

Variable Anything that can change (vary).
Vertical mobility Movement up or down in the social 

hierarchy that results in a change in social class.
Victimless crimes Acts that violate the laws meant to 

enforce the moral code.
Violent crime Crime that involves the use of force or the 

threat of force against the individual.
White-collar crime Crime committed by individuals 

who, while occupying positions of social responsibility 
or high prestige, break the law in the course of their 
work for illegal, personal, or organizational gain.
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CHAPTER 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Sociology as a Point of View ●

 1. T F  According to Tischler, the social science most closely related to sociology is cultural anthropology.

 2. T F  A sociologist studying steroid use among high school students would fi rst want to know whether 
such behavior was actually increasing or decreasing before formulating an explanation of why it 
was occurring.

 3. T F  The term “the sociological imagination” refers to the use of sociology to solve complex social 
issues.

 4. T F  The physical sciences (physics, chemistry, and so on) use the scientifi c method. Social sciences use 
unscientifi c, social methods.

 5. T F  To say that an argument is not empirical is to say that it is not based on evidence.

 6. The trouble with common sense propositions is that
 a. they are usually wrong.
 b. they are usually irrelevant to real life.
 c. there are usually other common sense propositions that contradict them.
 d. they usually apply to minor matters.

 7. Although sociology and psychology have similarities, they differ in that psychology usually emphasizes
 a. human society. c. the differences among different  cultures.
 b. individual motivation and behavior. d. the operations of government.

 8. One difference between sociologists and journalists is that
 a. sociologists use data; journalists make stuff up.
 b. sociologists address important topics; journalists focus on trivia.
 c.  sociologists don’t worry about their reports being popular; journalists have to worry about sales and 

ratings.
 d. sociologists use a narrower time-frame; journalists take the long view.

 9. Who developed the concept of the sociological imagination?
 a. Auguste Comte d. W. E. B. DuBois
 b. Émile Durkheim e. Karl Marx
 c. C. Wright Mills 

 10. Systematically arranged knowledge demonstrating the operation of general laws is
 a. general laws production. c. philosophy. 
 b. science. d. problem solving.

 11. Which of the following is not a component of the scientifi c method?
 a. experimentation d. personalization
 b. generalization e. observation
 c. verifi cation

 12. Which of the following questions about domestic assault would a sociologist be most likely to ask?
 a. What are the personality characteristics of the worst offenders?
 b. What kind of treatment is most effective in treating offenders?
 c.  Is violence more common in single-earner marriages than in families in which the woman works 

 outside the home?
 d. Should offenders be punished as harshly as drug offenders?
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 13. What is the main difference between sociology and social work?
 a. Sociology uses theory and social work does not.
 b. Social work overlaps with psychology whereas sociology does not.
 c.  Social workers help people solve their problems while sociologists try to understand why the prob-

lems exist.
 d. There really is no difference between sociology and social work.

The Development of Sociology ●

 14. T F  The term sociology dates back to the philosophers of ancient Greece.

 15. T F   Sociology emerged as a separate fi eld of study during the Renaissance.

 16. T F  Auguste Comte invented the term sociology.

 17. T F  Comte thought sociology would move society toward perfection.

 18. T F  The doctrine of social Darwinism calls on the government to intervene actively to help the less 
fortunate in society.

 19. T F  Jane Addams’ Hull House was largely based on the ideas of social Darwinism.

 20. T F  Karl Marx thought the most important fact about determining a person’s social class was the 
lifestyle a person chose.

 21. T F  Max Weber and Karl Marx were in close agreement in their explanations of the role of religion in 
society.

 22. T F  Durkheim’s research on suicide relied on several in-depth studies of individuals who had killed 
themselves.

 23. T F  Max Weber maintained that a system of beliefs he called “the Protestant ethic” enabled the 
development of capitalism in places where the ethic existed.

 24. T F  Whereas Marx believed that socialism and communism would ultimately bring an end to 
capitalistic exploitation, Weber believed bureaucracy would characterize both socialist and 
capitalist societies.

 25. T F  Weber predicted that religion would lead to a gradual turning away from science as the main 
mode of accounting for what was occurring in the real world.

 26. T F  Suicides resulting from a sense of feeling disconnected from society’s values are termed anomic 
suicides.

 27. T F  Latent functions are the unintended or not readily recognized consequences of social processes.

 28. T F  W. E. B. DuBois said that it was his experience with racial problems that led him to question the 
entire social order.

 29. T F  Functionalists view society as a system of highly interrelated parts that generally operate together 
harmoniously.

 30. The emergence and initial growth of sociology was a response to which of the following?
 a. the Reformation
 b. the effects of the Industrial Revolution
 c. widespread social distress that came with the worldwide depression in the 1930s
 d. the decline of religion in the years following World War II
 e. cultural changes of the 1960s

 31. According to Durkheim, the most important factor in suicide rates was
 a. bio-chemical imbalances in the brain.
 b. depression.
 c. social solidarity.
 d. economic well-being.
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 32. Karl Marx believed that history could best be seen as
 a. the evolution of societies toward greater freedom.
 b. the evolution of societies toward greater wealth.
 c. the confl ict between different religions.
 d. the confl ict between social classes.
 e. a downward spiral resulting in ecological degradation of the planet.

 33. Which of the following correctly refl ect the ideas of Auguste Comte?
 a. He preferred “armchair philosophy” to empirical data.
 b. He believed all societies move through fi xed stages of development toward perfection.
 c. He thought suicide was an aspect of the most advanced stage of society.
 d. He separated the analysis of society into latent and manifest functions.
 e. He predicted that the proletariat would rise to overthrow the capitalists.

 34. Which of the following is not true of the work of Harriet Martineau?
 a. She worked with Jane Adams to establish Hull House in Chicago during the nineteenth century.
 b. She translated into English Comte’s major work.
 c. Her major research involved observing day-to-day life in the United States.
 d. She compared social stratifi cation systems in Europe with those in America.
 e. These are all true of the work of Harriet Martineau.

 35. Durkheim identifi ed three types of suicide. These are based on
 a. the personality of the individual who might commit suicide.
 b. the particular method (gun, pills, and so on) of committing suicide.
 c. social solidarity.
 d. the age of the individual.

 36. Kamikaze pilots and suicide bombers exemplify which type of suicide?
 a. anomic c. altruistic
 b. egoistic

 37. Durkheim would say that Kamikaze pilots and suicide bombers were products of
 a. a society with a very high level of social solidarity.
 b. a society with a very low level of social solidarity.
 c. a society utterly lacking in social solidarity.
 d. a society with an ideology of evil and hate.

 38. Many people who commit suicide in the United States today are depressed and isolated from others. 
They represent which type of suicide?

 a. anomic c. altruistic
 b. egoistic

 39. Which aspect of U.S. society would Durkheim see as contributing to egoistic suicide?
 a. the high level of patriotism c. the emphasis on individualism and self-reliance
 b. the high standard of living d. the gap between rich and poor

 40. Which of the following represents Marx’s view of the law?
 a. The law is impartial and serves the interests of the entire society.
 b.  The law is created by the wealthy, and it protects their interests from the rest of society.
 c.  The law is the main tool the poor can use to protect themselves from exploitation by the wealthy.
 d.  The law represents the ideas of the most intelligent and most fair-minded people in the society.

 41. According to Marx, all history is the history of
 a. class struggle. c. intellectual progress.
 b. technological progress. d. religious morality.

 42. According to Max Weber, what was the relation between Protestantism and capitalism?
 a. The ideas of religion created an atmosphere in which capitalism could fl ourish.
 b.  Capitalists promoted Protestantism as a justifying ideology for their economic pursuits.
 c. Protestant ideas served as a restraint on the excesses of capitalism.
 d. Protestant leaders accepted large donations from successful capitalists.
 e. The rise of capitalism and Protestantism in the same historical period was mostly a coincidence.



PRACTICE TESTS490

 43. Writing in the early twentieth century, Weber thought the dominant force in society would be
 a. capitalism. d. dictatorship.
 b. socialism. e. war.
 c. bureaucracy.

 44. DuBois thought that changing the position of blacks in American society was largely the 
responsibility of

 a. black leaders. d. whites.
 b. all black people. e. the Democratic party.
 c. the President.

Theoretical Perspectives ●

 45. T F  A paradigm is an overall framework that shapes the questions a sociologist is likely to ask about a 
social issue.

 46. T F  Symbolic interactionists usually base their studies on data from national surveys.

 47. T F  Sociologists who are infl uenced by Marx’s ideas are most likely to emphasize the confl ict theory 
paradigm.

 48. A sociologist studied higher education in the United States to fi nd out how well universities trained 
students to do important and necessary work that benefi ted the society. This sociologist was working 
mainly from

 a. the functionalist paradigm. c. the social interactionist paradigm.
 b. the confl ict theory paradigm.

 49. A sociologist studied higher education to see how students tried in subtle ways to infl uence teachers 
into giving less work and better grades. This sociologist was working mainly from

 a. the functionalist paradigm. c. the social interactionist paradigm.
 b. the confl ict theory paradigm.

 50. An auto executive once proclaimed, “What’s good for the country is good for General Motors and 
vice versa.” This notion that GM and the entire United States have identical interests is most likely to 
be supported by sociologists using

 a. the functionalist paradigm. c. the symbolic interactionist paradigm.
 b. the confl ict theory paradigm.

 51. Egoistic suicide comes from
 a. over-involvement with others.
 b. a general uncertainty from norm confusion.
 c. overall feelings of depression resulting from economic setbacks.
 d. low group solidarity and under-involvement with others.

Essay Question ●

52. How might each of the main sociological paradigms be used to look at the sociology class you are 
now in? What aspects of the class would each paradigm be most interested in, and how would each 
go about exploring those questions?
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CHAPTER 2 DOING SOCIOLOGY: RESEARCH METHODS

The Research Process ●

 1. T F  An empirical question is a question posed in such a way that it can be studied through 
observation.

 2. T F  A testable statement about the relationship between two or more empirical variables is known as 
a hypothesis.

 3. T F  The research problems of greatest interest to sociologists are most easily and accurately studied 
by means of controlled experiments.

 4. T F  The mean is the number that occurs most often in a data set.

 5. T F  The phenomenon studied by the researchers and that they are trying to explain is called the 
independent variable.

 6. T F  A self-fulfi lling prophecy is produced when a researcher who is strongly inclined toward a 
particular point of view communicates that attitude to the research subjects so that their 
responses end up consistent with the initial point of view.

 7. T F  A structured interview is a form of research conversation in which the interviewer follows the 
questionnaire rigidly.

 8. T F  Validity is the extent to which a study tests what it was intended to test.

 9. T F  The reason forecasters inaccurately predicted the winner of the 1936 Landon–Roosevelt 
presidential election was that their sample was too small.

 10. T F  Secondary analysis is useful for collecting historical and longitudinal data.

 11. T F  A factor affecting the accuracy of the Kansas City Star Catholic priest study was the large 
percentage of non-respondents in the study.

 12. T F  The major factor affecting the response rate in the Kansas City Star study was the voluntary 
nature of priest participation in the survey.

 13. T F  Sociologists try to provide answers to two general questions: “Why did it happen?” and “Under 
what circumstances is it likely to happen again?”

 14. T F  The fi rst step in the research process is to develop one or more hypotheses.

 15. T F  A specifi c statement about an abstract concept in terms of the observable features that describe 
the thing being studied is called a hypothesis.

 16. T F  An operational defi nition is not required if the term being studied is widely understood.

 17. T F  In setting up tables, it is often all right to omit the headings for rows and columns.

 18. T F  An empirical question can be answered by observing the world as it is known.

 19. T F  A statement of association says that one thing causes another.

 20. T F  A variable that changes another variable is a dependent variable.

 21. T F  Survey research is not as effective as interviewing or participant observation for allowing the 
researcher to understand the feelings and attitudes of the respondents.

 22. T F  Participant observation studies are usually less objective and less replicable than are studies that 
use survey research.

 23. T F  The three measures of central tendency always give identical results.

 24. T F  The median is preferable to the mean when there are one or two scores that are far away from 
the other scores of the sample.
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 25. Your score on the SAT the second time you took it was 80 points higher than the fi rst time you took it. 
This difference is relevant for what aspect of the SAT?

 a. validity c. central tendency
 b. reliability d. double blind investigation

 26. A subset of the population that exhibits, in correct proportion, the signifi cant characteristics of the 
population as a whole is known as a

 a. dependent variable. c. representative sample.
 b. nonrandom sample. d. cross-sectional sample.

 27. The fi gure that falls in the exact middle of a ranked series of scores is the
 a. median. c. mode.
 b. mean. d. average.

 28. A longitudinal study is research
 a. aimed at predicting the future.
 b. investigating a population over a period of time.
 c. examining a population at a given point in time.
 d. conducted without the participants’ knowledge.

 29. Which of the following steps in the research process must come last?
 a. developing hypotheses d. determining research design
 b. reviewing previous research e. analyzing the data and drawing a conclusion
 c. defi ning the problem

 30. Which of the following is a measure of central tendency that is commonly referred to as the average?
 a. median c. mode
 b. mean d. meridian

 31. Which of the following research methods is the most subjective?
 a. surveys c. participant observation
 b. controlled experiments d. secondary analysis

 32. Which of the following is a statement of causality?
 a. Rural areas have fewer services than do urban areas.
 b. This sociology course is diffi cult.
 c. Poverty produces low self-esteem.
 d. Mean income in New York is higher than in Florida.

 33. Researchers ride with police in unmarked police cars to collect data on drug dealers the police 
encounter. They are using the _____ method of research.

 a. longitudinal survey c. laboratory experiment
 b. participant observation d. semi-structured interview

 34. Consultants for political candidates often use polls to judge how their candidate’s positions are being 
perceived by the public. This method of research is closest to

 a. survey. c. experiment.
 b. interview. d. participant observation.

 35. Consultants for political candidates sometimes use focus groups to judge how their candidate’s 
positions are being perceived by the public. In a focus group, a small number of people—a dozen or 
so—are questioned and encouraged to talk freely about specifi c issues. This method of research is 
closest to

 a. survey. c. experiment.
 b. interview. d. participant observation.

 36. What element of a statistical table should tell you the topic the data in the table are all about?
 a. footnotes d. title
 b. column headings e. source
 c. headnotes
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 37. Some critics of IQ tests claim that the lower-class people do poorly not because they are less 
intelligent but because they have not been exposed to the kinds of cultural things that the tests ask 
about. The critics are claiming that as a test of intelligence, IQ tests are not

 a. valid. c. blind.
 b. reliable. d. double-blind.

 38. Using the following quiz scores, 2, 4, 6, 7, 7, 10, calculate the mode.
 a. 4 d. 6
 b. 7 e. 8
 c. 5

 39. Bill Gates walks into your classroom. What statistic about the income of the population in the 
classroom has been most affected?

 a. the mean c. the mode
 b. the median d. the reliability

 40. A researcher publishes fi ndings that several other researchers doing similar research cannot replicate. 
The fi rst researcher’s data therefore were not

 a. valid. c. scientifi c.
 b. reliable. d. objective.

 41. People are selected from a group in such a way that every person has the same chance of being 
selected. The people who are selected make up what type of sample?

 a. representative d. unintentional
 b. cross-sectional e. stratifi ed
 c. random

 42. In a study of a student population at a university, researchers selected a pre-set number of students 
from each major so that these refl ected the same proportion of students in that major at the university. 
Their technique for selecting students was

 a. secondary analysis. c. stratifi ed random sample.
 b. random sample. d. double-blind investigation.

Objectivity and Ethical Issues in Social Research ●

 43. T F  Complete objectivity in research may be impossible to achieve, but it is still a reasonable goal to 
strive for.

 44. T F  The American Sociological Association’s Code of Ethics states that because sociologists are not 
free from arrest, confi dentiality can be broken if there is a risk of being sent to jail for contempt of 
court.

 45. T F  Social scientists regard deception of research participants as a necessary evil in most social 
research.

 46. T F  One advantage of social research is that it frequently benefi ts the research subjects directly and 
immediately.

 47. T F  Most subjects of sociological research belong to groups with little or no power.

Essay Questions ●

 48. Drawing on your reading, discuss the techniques you would use to determine whether an opinion poll 
is bogus.

 49. Discuss three important criteria that a person could use to determine whether the results of a research 
study were accurate.

 50. Generate a hypothesis about a current social issue. Identify the dependent and independent variables 
and indicate whether the hypothesis is a statement of causality or association.
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CHAPTER 3 CULTURE

The Concept of Culture ●

 1. T F  Human beings, like most other species, pass a wide variety of behavioral patterns from one 
generation to the next through their genes.

 2. T F  Social scientists have identifi ed some societies that, for all practical purposes, do not have a 
culture.

 3. T F  Genetically determined behavior is innate; culturally determined behavior is learned or acquired.

 4. T F  As of the writing this edition (2009), scientists still had not discovered any genes related to language.

 5. T F  The culture of a group is generally shared by all group members rather than being a matter of 
individual preference.

 6. If we based our study of another society on the principle of cultural relativism, we would
 a. pay close attention to how people treated their relatives.
 b. try to see whether that society was superior to others we had studied.
 c. try to understand that society on its own terms and withhold moral judgment.
 d. look at the art, music, and other high culture to see whether it was as good as ours.

 7. The behavior of most nonhuman animal species is largely determined by
 a. norms. c. instinct.
 b. culture. d. mores.

 8. Anthropologist Kenneth Good, seeing a Yanomoma woman about to be raped—a commonplace 
event—says, “I stood there, my heart pounding,” uncertain what to do. This response is an example of

 a. cultural lag. c. instinct.
 b. culture shock. d. material culture.

 9. Some Chinese journalists visiting the United States for the fi rst time were horrifi ed to be served a 
steak—meat in one huge slab just sitting on a plate rather than cut up into small pieces and mixed 
with vegetables. They concluded that Americans were barbaric in their food preferences. Their 
reaction is an example of

 a. ethnocentrism. c. cultural relativism.
 b. cultural innovation. d. reformulation.

 10. An example of nonmaterial American culture is
 a. patriotism. c. MacBook computers.
 b. Big Macs. d. Mack trucks.

Components of Culture ●

 11. T F  Ideal norms are expectations of what people should do under perfect conditions.

 12. T F  The Sapir–Whorf hypothesis suggests language affects how humans perceive the world around 
them.

 13. T F  Real norms are strongly held rules of behavior that have a genuine moral connotation.

 14. T F  Culture is transmitted to children by DNA and other genetic material.

 15. T F  The same value in a culture can produce both positive and negative behaviors.

 16. Folkways and mores are both examples of
 a. norms. d. ethnocentrism.
 b. values. e. material culture.
 c. beliefs.
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 17. The view that “time is money” is an example of
 a. the material aspect of culture. c. cultural relativism.
 b. a universal shared by all cultures. d. a nonmaterial aspect of culture.

 18. The gift of a clock is a sign of respect in the United States; in China, it is considered bad luck. This 
difference in ideas about clocks shows that the two countries differ in their

 a. nonmaterial culture. c. ethnocentrism.
 b. material culture. d. cultural lag.

 19. It is considered polite to send regrets when you are invited to a party but cannot attend. Failure to do 
so, however, is not considered a serious moral lapse. This rule about RSVPs is the type of norm called

 a. an Emily Post modernism. c. a folkway.
 b. a taboo. d. a subculture.

 20. In American culture, such things as freedom, individualism, and equal opportunity are deemed to be 
highly desirable. In sociological terms, these concepts are

 a. values. c. cultural universals.
 b. folkways. d. norms.

 21. The Hopi use the same word for everything that fl ies except birds (planes, fl ying insects, and so on). 
According to the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, this means that

 a. the Hopi language is generally inferior to English.
 b. Hopi are less likely to perceive differences between planes and helicopters than are most Americans.
 c. Hopi are afraid of fl ying.
 d. the Hopi have much to teach us about fl ying.

 22. The study of U.S. and Saudi values showed that these two cultures differed in the importance they 
place on all the following EXCEPT

 a. religion. c. freedom.
 b. modesty. d. individualism.

 23. Samuel Huntington, in the book cited in the chapter, sees the confl ict between some Arab countries 
and the United States as largely a matter of

 a. oil revenues. d. culture.
 b. possession of weapons of mass destruction. e. geo-political interests.
 c. education.

The Symbolic Nature of Culture ●

 24. T F  A gesture such as a “thumbs up” is a symbol.

 25. T F  Within a culture, there is a wide variation among people as to what most symbols mean.

 26. T F  Some simple gestures, such as a nod of the head to mean yes, are universal and always have the 
same meaning in all cultures and societies.

 27. T F  Tischler’s overall conclusion regarding culture is that all aspects of culture—nonmaterial and 
material—are symbolic.

Culture and Adaptation ●

 28. T F  Cultural adaptation is a response to changes in the environment.

 29. T F  Cultures that are isolated are unlikely to experience cultural diffusion.

 30. T F  The fewer cultural items in a society’s inventory, the less likely it is to welcome cultural innovation.

 31. T F  Chimpanzees cannot speak, but they can learn simple sign language.
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 32. T F  Although chimpanzees can recognize icons on a computer, they cannot make new combinations 
of these icons to express their desires.

 33. Humans are superior to other animals in the area of
 a. surviving in natural environments. d. physical agility.
 b. using symbols. e. self-preservation.
 c. physical strength.

 34. In America, you can now get “Hawaiian” pizza—pizza with pineapple on it. This is an instance of
 a. ethnocentrism. c. cultural reformulation.
 b. cultural relativism. d. cultural lag.

 35. Although cell phones have been around for more than a decade, the norms regarding how, when, and 
where they should be used are still in dispute. The failure of society to formulate norms in response to 
technological change is an example of

 a. innovation. c. cultural lag.
 b. diffusion. d. ethnocentrism.

Subcultures ●

 36. T F  Subcultures are the ways of life of smaller groups within the larger society.

 37. T F  An immigrant group that retains many of the ways of the old country constitutes a deviant 
subculture.

 38. T F  Subcultures always represent a threat to the dominant culture’s major values.

 39. Novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald once commented that “the rich really are different from you and me.” He 
was implying that the rich were

 a. ethnocentric. c. a product of innovation.
 b. a deviant subculture. d. a social class subculture.

 40. In the past, Japanese courts relied on judges to make decisions about guilt. Now they are shifting to 
a system by which cases are decided by a group of six ordinary citizen jurors and three judges. Why, 
according to the text, do most Japanese not want to serve on a jury?

 a. It will take time away from work.
 b. It will take time away from leisure.
 c. It will take time away from family.
 d. It will force them to confront the authority of the judges.

 41. Some people fear that the jury system will not work well in Japan because the
 a. Japanese are too ethnocentric.
 b.  Japanese culture emphasizes sticking to your original position, so juries will be unable to reach a 

unanimous decision.
 c. Japanese culture emphasizes harmony, so people will not voice their differences.
 d. Japanese language has no word for guilty but only a word that translates as “not so nice.”
 e.  Japanese will act according to the proverb, “The rice bowl contains many grains of rice, but the 

road from Tokyo to Mount Fuji is uphill.”

Universals of Culture ●

 42. T F  About 20 percent of cultures throughout the world do not have an incest taboo.

 43. T F  Although all cultures have marriage as an institution, the specifi c form of marriage and the rules 
of marriage vary greatly.

 44. T F  Chimpanzees and other primates are generally more cooperative and less self-suffi cient than 
humans.
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 45. T F  Even the simplest human societies, such as the Yanomami, have a division of labor that is much 
more complex than that of groups of the higher-order primates (apes and chimpanzees).

 46. According to Tischler, the most important function of the incest taboo is that
 a. it prevents immoral behavior.
 b. it protects against genetic mutation and disease caused by inbreeding.
 c. it expands social bonds outside the family, creating larger, stronger groups.
 d. it prevents confl ict and jealousy within the nuclear family.

 47. Confi rmations, weddings, and funerals are examples of
 a. division of labor. c. cultural diffusion.
 b. rites of passage. d. cultural innovation.

 48. The belief that America is the land of opportunity for all is part of the American
 a. ideology. c. social class subculture.
 b. division of labor. d. material culture.

 49. The confl ict between being a researcher and being a human being is basically the confl ict between
 a. cultural innovation and cultural lag. c. norms and values.
 b. cultural relativism and ethnocentrism. d. mores and folkways.

Essay Questions ●

 50. Humans inevitably feel somewhat dissatisfi ed, no matter to which group they belong,” says Tischler. 
What is the logic of his argument? Suppose someone (perhaps even you) says, “If I could be a _____” 
or “If I could be a member of the _____ group, I would never feel dissatisfi ed.” Why might that 
person’s prediction turn out to be wrong?

 51. Think of some subculture of which you are or have been a member—a high school clique, a student 
subculture at your college, a group at work. How do the norms and values of this subculture differ 
from those of the dominant institution in which the subculture exists? How does the group try to 
reinforce its cultural ideas when these are in confl ict with those of the institution?

CHAPTER 4 SOCIALIZATION AND DEVELOPMENT

Becoming a Person: Biology and Culture [Q2] ●

 1. T F  Most of our bodily characteristics, such as how tall we will be, are completely controlled by our 
genes and uninfl uenced by factors in the environment.

 2. T F  Sociobiologists such as Edward O. Wilson believe that human behavior can be understood as 
continuing attempts to ensure the transmission of one’s genes to a new generation.

 3. T F  The concept of instinct is more important than culture for biological explanations of behavior.

 4. T F  Behavioral psychologists such as John B. Watson believed that almost all human behavior was 
controlled by principles of conditioning.

 5. T F  Although human babies raised in isolation suffer serious and permanent social defi ciencies, young 
monkeys raised without mothers show no lasting negative effects of this deprivation.

 6. T F  Attachment disorder results in children being unable to form relationships.

 7. T F  Overall, the fi elds of academic sociology and anthropology readily accepted the new ideas 
offered by theorists in sociobiology.
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 8. The great apes (chimps, gorillas) mothers have sole responsibility for rearing the young. But among 
humans, “it takes a village to raise a child.” The principle reason for the difference is that

 a. humans are physically weaker than apes.
 b. human babies have a much longer period of dependency.
 c. humans must follow laws regarding child neglect.
 d. humans aren’t as good at child rearing so it takes more of them to do it.

 9. Behavioral psychologists such as John B. Watson, who emphasize “conditioning,” believe that most 
human behavior is controlled by

 a. biochemical factors. c. forces outside the individual.
 b. genetic makeup. d. God.

 10. The debate about nature vs. nurture is basically a debate about the relative importance of
 a. the theories of Darwin and E. O. Wilson. c. personality and nourishment.
 b. biology and culture. d. peer group and school.

 11. Stephen Jay Gould’s critique of sociobiology maintained that human behavior was
 a. almost entirely controlled by genes.
 b. a product of evolution just like physical characteristics.
 c. completely unaffected by genes.
 d. limited by genetics but shaped by culture.

 12. Harlow studied monkeys raised in isolation, with no contact with other monkeys. When these monkeys 
were placed among other monkeys

 a. they eventually learned to interact like the others.
 b. they sought out a single other monkey to play with.
 c. they could interact only to mate with monkeys of the opposite sex.
 d. they never learned to interact normally with other monkeys.

 13. Children raised with little contact with others often suffer a psychological condition known as
 a. attachment disorder. c. id.
 b. identity crisis. d. operant conditioning.

 14. T F  The case of David Reimer clearly supports the ideas of John Money that gender identity is almost 
entirely under the infl uence of social forces and that bio-genetic makeup counts for very little.

 15. Stephen J. Gould was a leading critic of
 a. moral development. c. socialization.
 b. Freudian psychology. d. sociobiology.

 16. The ideas of sociobiology are inspired mostly by the theories of
 a. Mead. c. Darwin.
 b. Cooley. d. Freud.

The Concept of Self and Theories of Development ●

 17. T F  According to Piaget, the stage when the infant relies on touch and the manipulation of objects 
for information about the world is called the operational stage.

 18. T F  Moral order is a society’s shared view of right and wrong.

 19. T F  According to Kohlberg, concepts such as good and bad, right and wrong, once established, carry 
the same meaning for us throughout our lives.

 20. T F  Piaget was more interested in the development of logical thought than in the development of 
moral reasoning.

 21. T F  In Kohlberg’s theory, the highest stage of moral development is an orientation toward the law 
exactly as it is written.

 22. T F  According to Kohlberg’s research, once a person has achieved a higher level of moral 
development, he or she never regresses to a lower level of moral reasoning.
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 23. T F  In Freudian theory, the part of the psyche of which we are most conscious is the superego.

 24. T F  In Freudian theory, the ego is the repository of the thoughts and feelings that we are not aware 
of.

 25. T F  According to Mead, the portion of the self that is made up of everything learned through the 
socialization process is called the “me.”

 26. T F  In Mead’s theory, the term signifi cant other refers to romantic partners but not parents or friends.

 27. T F  The terms personal identity and social identity mean essentially the same thing.

 28. In Mead’s terms, a signifi cant other is
 a. a romantic partner. c. anyone important to a person’s development.
 b. a representative of society in general. d. the “looking-glass self.”

 29. In Mead’s theory, the play of children was
 a. an important source of the formation of the self.
 b. a temporary release from the demands of forming a self.
 c. a time when children often acquired the wrong kinds of self.
 d. irrelevant to the development of self.

 30. Which of the following is not one of the components of the looking-glass self, according to Cooley?
 a. our imagination of what we must really be like
 b. our imagination of how our actions appear to others
 c. our imagination of how others judge our actions
 d. a self-judgment in reaction to the imagined judgments of others

 31. Each individual’s social identity consists of
 a. all the behaviors he or she has learned to imitate.
 b. his or her changing yet enduring view of himself or herself.
 c. the sum total of all the statuses he or she occupies.
 d. all the ways other people view him or her.

 32. Social identity, unlike personal identity, does not involve a person’s
 a. ideas. c. sex.
 b. occupation. d. statuses.

 33. Students were asked why it was wrong to plagiarize a paper. Which response represents the lowest 
level on Kohlberg’s scale of moral reasoning?

 a. because I’d be looked down on by my family
 b. because the teacher would fail me for the course if I got caught
 c. because it wouldn’t be fair to others who wrote their own papers
 d. because I want my grade to represent my own abilities

 34. Which of the following theorists coined the term identity crisis?
 a. Pavlov c. Erikson
 b. Freud d. Mead

 35. Erikson thought identity crisis occurred most frequently among
 a. children. c. middle-aged people.
 b. adolescents. d. the elderly.

Early Socialization in American Society ●

 36. T F  Young people who feel ignored by their parents seem to be more vulnerable to peer pressure.

 37. T F  The majority of American families fi t the traditional model, with the husband as wage-earner 
outside the home and the wife as homemaker.

 38. T F  According to research cited by Tischler, peer groups of black high school students encourage 
their members to try to get better grades than whites.
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 39. T F  In most communities in the United States, schools are havens isolated from the confl icting values 
of the wider society.

 40. Tischler writes that “as the authority of the family diminishes under the pressures of social change, 
peer groups move into the vacuum and substitute their own morality for that of the parents.” The 
youth who changes his or her morality in this way is undergoing a process of

 a. attachment disorder. c. resocialization.
 b. cognitive development. d. preparatory stage.

 41. Preschool-age children of parents who work are most frequently cared for by
 a. day care centers. c. babysitters, nannies, or other nonrelatives.
 b. relatives. d. nobody; they stay home alone.

 42. The studies on day care cited by Tischler show that when kids go on to elementary school, compared 
with those who were raised mostly at home, those who attended day care centers were

 a. more disobedient. c. more athletic.
 b. more cooperative. d. more depressed.

 43. The process of social interaction that teaches a child the intellectual, physical, and social skills needed 
to function as a member of society is called

 a. identifi cation. c. socialization.
 b. social adjustment. d. social conditioning.

 44. Studies cited by Tischler on the effects of television support the idea that
 a. violent TV shows are responsible for much real violence.
 b. watching nonviolent shows such as Sesame Street and Barney makes children less violent.
 c.  regardless of the content of the shows they watch, children who watch more television are more likely 

to be violent than are children who watch less TV.
 d. there is no relationship between television and real-life acts of violence.

Adult Socialization ●

 45. T F  Resocialization often involves exposure to people with ideas and values different from those a 
person was raised with.

 46. T F  Marriage is an important event in adult socialization.

 47. T F  Total institutions are environments in which people are physically and socially isolated from the 
outside world.

 48. T F  Studies of mating strategies show that men and women are looking for the same qualities in their 
romantic and sexual partners.

 49. The structure of total institutions often makes them very effective places for
 a. cognitive development. c. attachment disorder.
 b. evolutionary psychology. d. resocialization.

 50. An older man was required to retire. Then his wife died; his children were grown and no longer 
needed his parenting. These facts were most important for his

 a. social identity. c. cognitive development.
 b. moral reasoning. d. superego.

 51. The results of using television to promote the concept of the designated driver illustrate the idea that 
television is

 a. an agent of socialization.
 b. a way to sell more beer.
 c. an ineffective way of trying to reduce drunk driving.
 d. a major cause of violence in society.
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Essay Questions ●

 52. Total institutions often attempt to resocialize adults. In what ways do the resocialization practices of 
these institutions resemble the ordinary practices of childhood socialization?

 53. This chapter outlines different theories to explain moral behavior. In these theories, some forces that 
produce moral behavior are unconscious or out of the person’s usual awareness; other forces for moral 
behavior are more visible to the person. How does each kind of infl uence—visible or invisible—work, 
and which is more important?

CHAPTER 5 SOCIAL INTERACTION

Understanding Social Interaction ●

 1. T F  Human behavior is not random. It is patterned and, for the most part, predictable.

 2. T F  In his “dramaturgical” approach to sociology, Goffman was interested in how frequently people 
of different cultures attended the theater.

 3. T F  Until the norms of social distance are broken, most people are unaware that these rules exist 
even though they abide by them.

 4. T F  When students acted like boarders in their own homes, family members knew them quite well, so 
the family members were rarely upset by the students’ behavior.

 5. T F  All people in a social setting are participants in the sense that their behavior sends a message, 
even if they remain absolutely silent.

 6. To an observer, two people engaging in a fi stfi ght on the street would mean something entirely 
different from the same two people fi ghting in a boxing ring. This illustrates how the meaning of social 
interaction is dependent on

 a. personalities. c. status.
 b. competition. d. context.

 7. In a large lecture class, it is generally expected that students will raise their hands and be called upon 
before speaking. This illustrates the operation of

 a. bureaucracy. c. roles.
 b. norms. d. statuses.

 8. The process of two or more people taking each other’s actions into account is called
 a. social accounting. c. social interaction.
 b. social organization. d. social action.

 9. A white teacher is talking to an African-American child. The child looks away. From the child’s 
perspective, according to the text, looking away is a sign of

 a. shyness. c. respect.
 b. embarrassment. d. disrespect.

Types of Social Interaction ●

 10. T F  When people do something for each other with the express purpose of receiving something in 
return, they are engaged in exchange.

 11. T F  A gesture, such as waving hello or the thumbs up to indicate approval, mean the same thing in 
nearly all cultures the world over.
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 12. T F  Coercion is a form of confl ict in which one of the parties is much stronger than the other and can 
impose its will on the weaker party.

 13. T F  Competition is a form of confl ict within agreed-upon rules.

 14. T F  A successful society is one in which confl ict has been eliminated.

 15. T F  Relations within a small group are based on either cooperation or confl ict, never both.

 16. Staring, smiling, nodding one’s head, and using one’s hands while talking are all examples of
 a. nonverbal communication. c. cooperation.
 b. instinctive behavior. d. ethnomethodology.

 17. “I’m certainly not going to watch Marge’s kids this afternoon. She didn’t even bring them to Jason’s 
birthday party last week.” The person speaking is thinking of her relation to Marge in terms of

 a. competition. c. cooperation.
 b. confl ict. d. exchange.

 18. The main difference between cooperation and exchange is that
 a. cooperation is based upon shared goals, exchange on individual goals.
 b. cooperative relationships are voluntarily; exchange relationships are not.
 c. cooperation has no material awards; exchange always has material rewards.
 d.  exchange relationships are almost always successful and long-lived; cooperative relationships are 

short and rarely successful.

 19. Using power in a way that is not considered legitimate by those on whom it is used is called
 a. confl ict. c. coercion.
 b. competition. d. comportment.

 20. A sociologist was interested in impostors and how they managed to create the impression that they 
were doctors or lawyers or pilots or other things they were not. This sociologist’s perspective is that of

 a. dramaturgy. c. exchange.
 b. confl ict. d. competition.

Elements of Social Interaction ●

 21. T F  Socially defi ned positions, such as teacher, student, athlete, and daughter are called statuses.

 22. T F  The term master status refers to one of the multiple statuses a person occupies that seems to 
dominate the others in patterning his or her life.

 23. T F  The status of mayor is basically defi ned by the person who occupies that position.

 24. T F  Sociologists would say that a person is playing a role even when that person feels entirely 
comfortable and natural and sincerely believes in what he or she is doing.

 25. Some students feel pressured by the need to keep up good grades, hold down a job, and maintain a 
social life with friends. These pressures on a student constitute

 a. role confl ict. c. role exchange.
 b. role competition. d. role strain.

 26. College professors are usually expected to engage in at least three types of activities: teaching 
effectively, conducting research and publishing the results, and devoting time to institutional 
governance and civic activities. Taken together, these activities constitute a

 a. role confl ict. c. role reversal.
 b. role set. d. master status.

 27. Which of these multiple statuses would most likely function as a master status?
 a. president of the United States c. father
 b. husband d. none; all are equal statuses

 28. Which of the following is an ascribed status?
 a. male c. student
 b. employee d. shortstop
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 29. The relationship between roles and statuses is that
 a. a status may have a number of roles attached to it.
 b. a role may include many statuses.
 c. not all statuses have roles attached.
 d. statuses are dynamic, whereas roles are not.

 30. Marissa, a police offi cer, begins to suspect that her teenage son is involved in selling drugs. She is torn 
between responding as a parent and responding as a police offi cer. This is an example of

 a. role confl ict. c. role strain.
 b. status confl ict. d. role playing.

 31. Some colleges have a policy of legacy admissions, by which the children of alumni are admitted even 
though their grades and exam scores might be lower than that of other applicants who were rejected. 
The policy is based on

 a. confl ict. c. achieved status.
 b. exchange. d. ascribed status.

 32. A primary school made sure that a child whose father was a teacher in the school was not assigned to 
his father’s class. The policy was designed to avoid

 a. role confl ict. c. achieved status.
 b. role strain. d. exchange.

 33. “Religion in America is achieved, rather than ascribed. It is so different from what religion has been 
like for the previous 2,000 years of history.” The sociologist quoted here means that compared with 
people in other societies, people in the United States

 a. think that being religious helps them succeed in their careers.
 b. attend church more often.
 c. are more likely to change from their parents’ religion.
 d. can make a lot of money by becoming televangelists.

Essay Questions ●

 34. Discuss the infl uence of television on American social interaction.

 35. Discuss the ways in which the context of the college classroom structures at least three types of social 
interaction.

 36. Drawing on the readings in this chapter, create an essay in which you describe the ways blacks and 
whites in American society offend each other without realizing.

 37. Tischler says that a role is “a collection of rights and obligations.” Choose some role you play and 
detail the rights and obligations it includes.

 38. Robert Putnam argues that television detracts from social interaction and the general level of citizen 
involvement. But among young people today, some television time has given way to time spent 
online. Is sitting in front of a computer screen different from sitting in front of a TV screen? How does 
the Internet affect social interaction?

CHAPTER 6 SOCIAL GROUPS AND ORGANIZATIONS

The Nature of Groups ●

 1. T F  Because they share a particular characteristic common only to them, left-handed people 
constitute what sociologists would classify as a social group.

 2. T F  Social groups and social aggregates both cease to exist when members are apart from one 
another.



PRACTICE TESTS504

 3. T F  An aggregate is a group of people with close emotional ties and long-term relationships.

 4. T F  In primary groups, people’s identities are determined more on personal characteristics; in 
secondary groups, identities are more a matter of what people do.

 5. T F  Cooley called primary groups the nursery of human nature because they are effective only during 
early childhood.

 6. T F  A secondary group may have specifi c goals, but it is impersonal and offers less intimacy among 
the members.

 7. T F  Primary groups are more likely than are secondary groups to rely on formal procedures and 
sanctions as a means of social control.

 8. Which of the following would most likely be a secondary group?
 a. a family c. a college club
 b. a juvenile gang d. a high school clique

 9. Which of the following is not a fundamental characteristic of social groups?
 a. Members have a common identity.
 b. Members do not have to follow any norms of behavior.
 c. There is some feeling of unity.
 d. There are common goals and shared norms.

 10. Strangers waiting in line to buy movie tickets constitute what sociologists call a
 a. social group. c. clique.
 b. social aggregate. d. social category.

 11. The most important characteristic of primary groups that is missing in secondary groups is
 a. intimacy. c. small size.
 b. interaction. d. shared expectations.

Functions of Groups ●

 12. T F  According to Tischler, a group can usually get along quite well without expressive leadership.

 13. T F  In nearly all groups, the function of instrumental leadership and the function of expressive 
leadership are fulfi lled by the same person.

 14. T F  Instrumental leadership is not necessary in an a capella singing group.

 15. T F  A reference group is a purposefully created special-interest group that has clearly defi ned goals 
and offi cial ways of doing things.

 16. Tischler says that by performing tasks, members can also increase their commitment to one another 
and to the group. This function of increasing commitment would be classifi ed as

 a. instrumental. c. primary.
 b. expressive. d. goal-oriented.

 17. Some adults fear that youths might choose gangsta rap artists as role models, dressing and talking 
like them, displaying the attitudes promoted in rap music, and even asking themselves, “What would 
Jay-Z do?” as a guide to behavior. Such youths would be using the rappers as

 a. a primary group. c. a reference group.
 b. a secondary group. d. an aggregate.

 18. “Why do I have to go to Uncle Mike’s party? I barely know him, and I don’t really like him,” says a 
youngster. “Because you’re a member of this family,” answers his parent. What essential function of 
groups is the parent invoking in her reasoning?

 a. defi ning boundaries. c. setting goals.
 b. choosing leaders. d. assigning tasks.
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 19. During jury deliberations, two members get into an angry argument about a piece of evidence. The 
jury foreman says, “I think tempers are a bit short; let’s take a ten-minute break, cool off, and discuss 
this calmly.” The foreman is exhibiting

 a. task leadership. c. expressive leadership.
 b. instrumental leadership. d. legal leadership.

Small and Large Groups ●

 20. T F  The smallest group is a dyad.

 21. T F  New members are more threatening to small groups than to large groups.

 22. T F  Large groups are more likely to rely on formal procedures than are small groups.

 23. T F  Decades of research show that people in small groups are more likely to have specifi c and clearly 
spelled-out tasks than are people in large groups.

 24. T F  In Tönnies’ view, we can expect to fi nd more individualism and less of a cooperative spirit in 
gemeinschaft than in gesellschaft.

 25. T F  Mechanical solidarity is more characteristic of small, preliterate societies than is organic solidarity.

 26. T F  Durkheim felt that the trouble with modern society was that it had no collective conscience.

 27. Three students always study together. This group is a
 a. trio. c. dyad.
 b. triage. d. triad.

 28. In Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, Tönnies was most concerned with the change from
 a. capitalism to socialism. c. dyads to triads.
 b. democracy to dictatorship. d. rural society to urban society.

 29. A good example of a gemeinschaft-like society in the United States is
 a. the Goth subculture. c. the March of Dimes.
 b. the Republican party. d. the Amish.

 30. The core beliefs and values shared by the members of a society, in Durkheim’s terms, is the
 a. gesellschaft. c. collective conscience.
 b. collective unconscious. d. guilty conscience.

 31. When people interact on the basis of many specialized positions, their coordination, in Durkheim’s 
terms, is an example of

 a. mechanical integration. c. racial solidarity.
 b. organic solidarity. d. social disharmony.

 32. Durkheim thought that the collective conscience did not appear in
 a. simple, preliterate societies. d. postindustrial societies.
 b. agricultural societies. e. he thought it appeared in all societies.
 c. industrial societies.

Bureaucracy ●

 33. T F  Many people tend to think that only government agencies are bureaucracies, but most large 
private corporations are bureaucracies as well.

 34. T F  According to Weber’s model of bureaucracy, bureaucrats (people who work in a bureaucracy) are 
likely to have special training and competency for the offi ce they hold.

 35. T F  In bureaucracies that resemble Weber’s ideal type, workers are especially likely to give special 
favorable treatment to their friends and family members but not to strangers.
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 36. T F  In the view of Robert Michels, democracy is nearly impossible to maintain in a large organization.

 37. T F  The more like an oligarchy an organization becomes, the closer the leaders are to the ordinary 
members of the organization.

 38. T F  Michels felt that the iron law of oligarchy could be avoided by using personality tests to get the 
right kinds of leaders.

 39. T F  In the ideal-type bureaucracy as outlined by Weber, workers frequently bend or break the rules to 
make their work more interesting.

 40. T F  For something to be a social institution, it must have a specially designated building or group of 
buildings.

 41. Which of the following is not an essential aspect of bureaucracy as outlined in Weber’s ideal type?
 a. extensive division of labor c. impartiality toward everyone seeking service
 b. personalized service d. hierarchy of authority

 42. One advantage of the division of labor in a bureaucracy is that it allows for
 a. a high level of specialization and expertise. c. a friendly atmosphere.
 b. the ability to get around offi cial regulations. d. personalized service.

 43. “Boy, did I get the runaround in the administration building. They kept sending me from one offi ce 
to the next till I fi nally found someone who knew how to solve my problem.” The problem referred to 
here is caused by what aspect of bureaucracy?

 a. division of labor c. impartiality
 b. hierarchy of authority d. effi ciency

 44. After an African-American church was destroyed by arson, the reverend said, “They didn’t burn down 
the church. They burned down the building.” His remark illustrates the concept of the church as

 a. an institution. c. a gesellschaft.
 b. an aggregate. d. an oligarchy.

 45. According to Tischler, the large increase in the percentage of women working outside the home led to 
a change in

 a. gemeinschaft. c. social organization.
 b. social aggregates. d. oligarchy.

Essay Questions ●

 46. Distinguish between primary and secondary groups and weigh the relative advantage of each. 
Describe at least two circumstances or contexts in which primary groups are more necessary, 
advantageous, or effective than secondary groups.

 47. Responding to an ad in the newspaper, a group of strangers gets together to form a computer users 
club. Discuss from a sociological point of view the six tasks these people must successfully accomplish 
to create a viable group.

 48. Describe how a relatively informal group such as a family might look if you were to impose 
bureaucratic structures on it. Pay special attention how the group fulfi lls the functions mentioned in 
the text.

 49. What groups serve as reference groups for you? Describe the ways in which these are reference 
groups and the nature of your relationship with them.



PRACTICE TESTS 507

CHAPTER 7 DEVIANT BEHAVIOR AND SOCIAL CONTROL

Defi ning Normal and Deviant Behavior ●

 1. T F  Sociologically speaking, behavior is classifi ed as normal or deviant only with reference to the 
group in which it occurs.

 2. T F  Durkheim maintained that a society without any deviant behavior is both desirable and possible.

 3. T F  In a large society, different groups can have differences of opinion as to which acts are deviant 
and which are not.

 4. T F  Although we usually think of deviance as bad for society, Durkheim thought deviance served 
important positive functions for society.

Mechanisms of Social Control ●

 5. T F  Internal mechanisms of control are more effective and cost-effi cient than are external mechanisms 
of control.

 6. T F  The term sanctions refers only to negative punishments, not to positive rewards.

 7. Which of the following is an internal means of social control?
 a. ridicule c. imprisonment
 b. guilt d. exclusion from the group

 8. At a mostly black high school, the principal instituted a program in which students who got all A’s 
were given $100 at an awards ceremony. The sanctions the program uses are

 a. formal positive. c. informal positive.
 b. formal negative. d. informal negative.

 9. At the awards assemblies for A students, other students often jeered and called the recipients names 
such as “nerd” and “Whitey.” The sanctions used by the students were

 a. formal positive. c. informal positive.
 b. formal negative. d. informal negative.

Theories of Crime and Deviance ●

 10. T F  Lombroso’s theory of atavism is based on the idea that criminal behavior is learned and that 
people become criminals because others teach them the wrong kinds of behavior.

 11. T F  Shaw and McKay’s study of Chicago neighborhoods showed that as the ethnicity of an area 
changed, its crime rate changed dramatically, and an area high in crime in one period might be 
low on crime a decade later.

 12. T F  Neutralization theory emphasizes the idea that the law should be neutral on matters of race and 
social class.

 13. “Sure I lifted his wallet. Anybody who gets drunk and fl ashes a lot of money around is just asking to 
get ripped off.” This is an example of which technique of neutralization?

 a. denial of responsibility c. denial of injury
 b. appeal to a higher principle d. denial of the victim
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 14. Which of the following theories rebreak is less concerned with the causes of norm violations than with 
the way others react to the deviance?

 a. psychoanalytic theory d. labeling theory
 b. anomie theory e. control theory
 c. cultural transmission theory

 15. Freudian theory sees a source of crime in the failure to develop a proper superego. The superego is
 a. an internal mechanism of control.
 b. an external mechanism of control.
 c. a mechanism of control that is sometimes internal, sometimes external.
 d. not a mechanism of control at all.

 16. Which of the following emphasizes the social bond between the individual and the society as the most 
important factor in determining whether someone will become criminal?

 a. psychoanalytic theory d. labeling theory
 b. anomie theory e. control theory
 c. cultural transmission theory

 17. A youth wants to achieve the sort of affl uent lifestyle he sees on television. Unable to fi nd a well-paying 
job, he turns to drug dealing to pay for it. In Merton’s typology, he would be classifi ed as a(n) _____.

 a. retreatist d. conformist
 b. rebel e. danger to society
 c. innovator

 18. Sykes and Matza’s neutralization theory emphasizes which of the following as a factor in crime?
 a. thought processes c. punishment and deterrence
 b. biological and genetic makeup d. attachment to society

 19. Durkheim saw anomie as a condition of
 a. weak law enforcement. c. normlessness.
 b. overemphasis on the welfare of the group. d. dependency.

 20. Lombroso and Sheldon, each in his own way, attempted to explain deviant behavior as rooted in
 a. psychological orientation. c. anatomical characteristics.
 b. early childhood experiences. d. differential association.

 21. “People commit crimes because they see the rewards as outweighing the risks, and because it is more 
profi table than anything someone with their abilities might do.” This statement is most consistent with 
which type of theory?

 a. biological c. psychoanalytic
 b. behavioral d. rational choice

 22. Fourteen-year-old Janet is arrested for shoplifting. Even though the charges are later dropped, Janet’s 
teachers designate her as a troublemaker and someone not to be trusted. Because the teachers make 
school an unwelcoming place for her, Janet begins to skip school frequently and to get into fi ghts 
when she is there. Lemert and others would see her truancy and violence as examples of

 a. primary deviance. c. recidivism.
 b. secondary deviance. d. anomie.

 23. The research of Shaw and McKay, which linked crime to certain types of urban neighborhoods, 
provided the foundation for _____ theories of deviance.

 a. control c. genetic transmission
 b. labeling d. cultural transmission

The Importance of Law ●

 24. Confl ict theory maintains that laws have the effect of
 a. protecting law-abiding people from harm.
 b. protecting poor people against exploitation by the wealthy and powerful.
 c. protecting the wealthy and powerful from losing their position of dominance.
 d. protecting the entire society from harmful confl icts.
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 25. “The law is merely a formal and enforceable statement of widely accepted norms and values.” The 
idea expressed here is most consistent with

 a. control theory. c. confl ict theory.
 b. labeling theory. d. consensus theory.

Crime in the United States ●

 26. T F  Because armed robbery involves the taking of property, it is classifi ed as a property crime.

 27. T F  The FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports is based on a nationwide, door-to-door survey of crime victims.

 28. T F  The major reason the Uniform Crime Reports gives an inaccurate count of the number of crimes 
in the United States is that victims of crime frequently do not call the police.

 29. T F  The United States violent crime rate in 2008 reached the highest level since the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics started measuring it in 1973.

 30. T F  Violent crimes are committed far more frequently than property crimes and far outnumber 
property crimes in both the UCR and the NCVS.

 31. T F  The UCR’s measure of serious crime does not include white-collar crimes such as bribery and 
fraud.

 32. T F  The amount lost to white-collar crime far exceeds the amount lost to street crimes such as 
burglary and robbery.

 33. T F  The United States has much higher rates of murder than do other countries with similar economic 
and political systems (Western European countries, Canada, and so on).

 34. T F  The most frequent reason given by victims for not reporting crime to the authorities is the belief 
that the crime was not important enough.

 35. T F  Levin concluded from his research on serial murderers that the majority of such murderers are 
mentally stable.

 36. T F  A major difference between adult and juvenile crime is that juveniles are much more likely to 
commit offenses in groups.

 37. T F  Females are much more likely to be victims of serious crimes than are males.

 38. Which of the following crimes is most likely to be reported to the police?
 a. robbery c. motor vehicle theft
 b. rape d. burglary

 39. Relatively minor crimes that are usually punishable by a fi ne or less than a year’s confi nement are 
called

 a. civil offenses. c. larcenies.
 b. misdemeanors. d. felonies.

 40. A status offense is an act that is
 a. against the law if committed by a juvenile but not if committed by an adult.
 b. committed by a criminal in to achieve higher status.
 c. committed by a person of high status.
 d. committed by a person of low status.

 41. Violation of laws meant to enforce the moral code, such as public drunkenness, prostitution, gambling, 
and possession of illegal drugs, are called _____ crimes.

 a. moral c. organized
 b. victimless d. status
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Criminal Justice in the United States ●

 42. T F  Unlike policing in countries with a national police force, policing in the United States is controlled 
largely at the local level.

 43. T F  Truth-in-sentencing laws are an attempt to reduce prison overcrowding.

 44. T F  Women who commit crimes are more likely to commit property crimes as opposed to violent 
crimes.

 45. T F  About half of all inmates on death row come from middle-class backgrounds.

 46. The increased police presence during terror alerts had the greatest impact on which crime?
 a. murder c. motor vehicle theft
 b. rape d. fraud

 47. Steering offenders away from the justice system and into social agencies is known as
 a. diversion. c. recidivism.
 b. labeling. d. rehabilitation.

 48. We can get an idea of whether prisons deter criminals who are sent there by looking at rates of
 a. diversion. c. incarceration.
 b. recidivism. d. capital punishment.

 49. Which of the following countries executes more people than does the United States?
 a. Japan d. India
 b. France e. none of these
 c. Mexico

 50. The process in which a large number of crimes committed results in only a small number of criminals 
going to prison is called the _____ effect.

 a. diversion c. funnel
 b. deterrence d. recidivism

 51. At which stage in the funnel effect do the greatest number of crimes disappear?
 a. victims not reporting crimes to the police
 b. police not arresting the criminal
 c. arrested criminals not being convicted
 d. judges giving convicted criminals sentences other than prison

 52. Which of the following countries imprisons a greater proportion of its population than does the United 
States?

 a. Russia
 b. France
 c. Italy
 d. Spain
 e. None of these; the United States imprisons more than all of them.

 53. In Lowell, MA, the broken-windows theory inspired the city to take which action in some hot spots to 
reduce crime?

 a. Increase the number of drug raids.
 b. Increase the number of police on patrol.
 c. Search all homes for drugs and weapons.
 d. Clean the streets and fi x the streetlights.

Essay Questions ●

 54. Since the 1960s, America has seen a succession of youth cultures, each of which has been self-
consciously deviant from mainstream attitudes and values. Evaluate the functional and dysfunctional 
aspects of deviant youth culture.
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 55. Using the rules and regulations on your own campus as examples, compare and contrast the confl ict 
with the consensus theories of law.

 56. Describe Merton’s fi ve modes of individual adaptation to the discrepancy between cultural goals and 
institutionalized means.

CHAPTER 8 SOCIAL CLASS IN THE UNITED STATES

American Class Structure ●

 1. T F  Social class is a fact of all industrialized societies, even in socialist and communist countries.

 1. T F  In the last quarter-century, the income gap between the rich and the poor in the United States 
has generally increased.

 2. T F  Members of a social class usually have roughly similar lifestyles.

 3. T F  Historically, the members of the upper class in the United States have been predominantly 
Jewish.

 4. T F  In the United States, members of the upper class, despite their great wealth, often live, work, and 
associate socially with members of the upper-middle and lower-middle classes.

 5. T F  In his essay on changing social class, Todd Erkel claims that education has made it easy for him to 
move from one social class to another.

 6. T F  According to Todd Erkel, the struggles that working-class children experience lead them to 
develop high self-esteem and high expectations.

 7. T F  Lower-class people typically share the American desire for advancement and achievement found 
in the other social classes.

 8. T F  Because most Americans work for a living, well over 50 percent of the population is usually 
considered working class.

 9. T F  Great Britain, with its long history of nobility and aristocracy, has a much greater gap between the 
rich and the rest of society than does the United States.

 10. Nearly all sociologists agree that there are _____ social classes in the United States.
 a. 3
 b. 4
 c. 5
 d. 6
 e. There is no number of social classes that sociologists agree on.

 11. About what proportion of the total amount of income in the United States goes to the richest one-fi fth 
of the population?

 a. 20% c. 50%
 b. 35% d. 75%

 12. The upper class of the United States is approximately _____ of the population.
 a. 1%–3% c. 13%–15%
 b. 7%–9% d. 21%–23%

 13. The term for stocks, real estate, and other owned property not including the money a person earns at 
work is called

 a. income. c. prosperity.
 b. wealth. d. risk.



PRACTICE TESTS512

 14. Managers and other people who work in the professional and technical fi elds are members of the 
_____ class.

 a. upper c. lower-middle
 b. upper-middle d. working

 15. Which data would you look at if you wanted to show a larger degree of inequality between the rich 
and the rest of the population?

 a. distribution of income
 b. distribution of wealth
 c. Neither; they show the same degree of inequality.

 16. In which of these countries is income inequality—the difference between rich and poor—greatest?
 a. Sweden d. Italy
 b. Germany e. The United States
 c. France

 17. Bob is a carpenter. He holds a high school diploma, owns a modest home, but struggles to give his 
family the things they need and want. He considers himself politically conservative and moderately 
religious. According to your text, what social class does he belong to?

 a. upper-middle c. lower
 b. lower-middle d. working

Poverty ●

 18. T F  Basically, poverty refers to a condition in which people maintain a standard of living that includes 
the basic necessities but none of the extras and luxuries.

 19. T F  Most government agencies defi ne a family as poor if its income is less than half of the average 
American family income.

 20. T F  More than one American in ten was below the poverty line in 2007.

 21. T F  The poverty index includes only cash income and does not take into account noncash benefi ts 
such as Medicaid and food stamps.

 22. T F  Mothers who are divorced are usually economically worse off than mothers who were never 
married.

 23. T F  Poor people who work are often not eligible for the assistance that jobless poor people are 
eligible for.

 24. T F  Since the 1970s, the percentage of the elderly living in poverty has decreased while the 
percentage of children living in poverty has increased.

 25. T F  The minimum wage in the United States is set so that a single parent of two children who works 
full time at a minimum-wage job will have an income above the poverty index.

 26. Since the passage of the Welfare Reform Act in 1996, the number of families receiving aid has
 a. increased greatly. c. remained about the same.
 b. decreased greatly.

 27. Because of the way the government computes the offi cial poverty index—the income level below 
which a family is defi ned as poor—this index can be affected by a change in the cost of

 a. food. d. fuel.
 b. clothing. e. all of these.
 c. shelter.

 28. Of the following nations, the highest rate of poverty among children is found in
 a. the United States. c. the United Kingdom.
 b. Germany. d. Sweden.
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 29. According to the Bureau of the Census, in 2009 a family of four was living in poverty if their income 
was below

 a. $18,200. c. $28,200.
 b. $22,050. d. $32,000.

 30. Poverty is more frequent
 a. among men than among women.
 b. among whites than among minorities.
 c. among the elderly than among middle-aged people.
 d. in rural than in urban areas.
 e. in the Northeast than in the South.

 31. The feminization of poverty refers to
 a. the trend in which females represent an increasing proportion of the poor.
 b. a federal program eliminating aid to unwed mothers.
 c. an increase of feminist politicians involved in aid programs.
 d. the vast overrepresentation of women among social workers who work with the poor.

Government Assistance Programs ●

 32. T F  The amount of government benefi ts going to the middle class (Social Security, Medicare, and so 
on) is greater than the amount going to the poor in welfare programs.

 33. T F  The amount of government money going to female-headed families in poverty is less than one-
tenth of the amount going to Social Security payments to the elderly.

 34. T F  Welfare programs are generous enough that they provide a comfortable lifestyle for most of the 
poor.

 35. If a government program is means tested
 a. it is a beta version, still being tested.
 b. it is available to all people regardless of income.
 c. it is available only to people who can prove that they earn below a certain income.
 d. it is available to people with an average income.

 36. United States government programs to combat poverty have been must successful among
 a. children. c. the elderly.
 b. working-age adults. d. women.

Consequences of Social Stratifi cation ●

 37. T F  Even when a middle-class person and a poor person commit similar crimes, the poor person is 
more likely to be arrested.

 38. T F  Because of the right to a free lawyer, a poor person charged with a crime is no more likely to be 
convicted than is a middle-class person.

 39. T F  Rich–poor differences in health do not begin until late childhood. Babies of the poor are no more 
likely to die in the fi rst year than are babies of the middle or upper classes.

 40. T F  Prison systems are heavily populated by the poor.

 41. T F  The crimes committed by the poor do much more fi nancial harm to society than do the crimes of 
those in the middle and upper classes.

 42. In which social class are parents most likely to treat sons and daughters similarly?
 a. lower class
 b. lower middle class
 c. middle class
 d. None of these; there are no real differences among social classes when it comes to child rearing.
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Theories ●

 43. T F  The functionalist explanation maintains that inequality exists and persists because it benefi ts the 
society as a whole.

 44. T F  Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore contend that social stratifi cation exists in most industrialized 
nations except the United States.

 45. T F  According to functionalist theory, a society must pay some jobs more to attract people to 
important positions.

 46. T F  According to functionalist theory, low-paying jobs are low-paying because they are not as 
necessary to the society as are better-paying jobs.

 47. T F  Confl ict theorists argue that inequality persists because those with wealth and power use that 
wealth and power to protect and further their own interests, even at the expense of the interests 
of others in the society.

 48. T F  In Marx’s terms, the bourgeoisie comprises the owners of the means of production.

 49. T F  Max Weber, unlike Marx, argued that status and power could be separated from economic 
position.

 50. Confl ict theories of inequality are often based on the ideas of
 a. Barack Obama. c. Karl Marx.
 b. Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore. d. Emile Durkheim.

 51. According to Marx, what was the relation between the owners of the means of production (factories, 
land, and so on) and those who worked for them?

 a. Owners, if they were wise, made sure that workers were satisfi ed with their jobs.
 b. Owners usually took workers’ interests into consideration.
 c.  Owners and workers cooperated because the success of a business meant increased income for ev-

eryone in it.
 d. Owners exploited workers and paid them as little as possible.

Essay Questions ●

 52. Which factors that determine a person’s social class does the person have control over; which factors 
does the person have no control over? Which factors are more important in affecting the class position 
of the individual? Which are more important in affecting the overall degree of inequality in the 
society?

 53. In its proportion of poor people and the consequences of being poor, how does the United States 
compare with other advanced countries (Western Europe, Japan, Australia, Canada)? What accounts 
for these differences in poverty?

 54. Some people attribute poverty to the personal qualities and lifestyle choices of poor people. In this 
view, people are poor because they are lazy or unintelligent or because they have chosen to drop out 
of school, to have children at an early age, to take drugs, and so on. How valid is this individual-based 
explanation of poverty?

CHAPTER 9 GLOBAL STRATIFICATION

Stratifi cation Systems ●

 1. T F  More than half the people in the world live on less than $2 a day.
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 2. T F  In most countries, the gap between rich and poor has gotten narrower over the past half century.

 3. T F  In all societies, the basis of social stratifi cation is income.

 4. T F  Social class systems are more open than social caste systems.

 5. T F  The caste system in India is just as rigid today as it was 100 years ago.

 6. In India, the position of the jatis (subcastes) is, in principle, based on their
 a. age. d. occupation.
 b. sex. e. income.
 c. religion.

 7. In India, as in most societies with a caste system, the justifi cation of the caste system is based mostly 
on

 a. legal principles. c. economic necessity.
 b. religious ideas. d. the teachings of a charismatic leader.

 8. T F  The principle of untouchability and the untouchable caste (Dalits) is currently illegal in India.

 9. Despite being made illegal nearly 60 years ago, untouchability in India still persists, especially in
 a. business.
 b. poor neighborhoods of large cities.
 c. rural areas.
 d. government.
 e. None of these; untouchability has been nearly eliminated everywhere.

 10. T F  Estate systems are usually more rigid than the caste systems.

 11. The system of stratifi cation prevalent in Europe during the Middle Ages was
 a. a caste system. d. a religious hierarchy.
 b. a class system. e. a classless society.
 c. an estate system.

 12. A person with great ambition would fi t best in
 a. a caste system. d. a religious hierarchy.
 b. a class system. e. a classless society.
 c. an estate system.

 13. T F  In medieval Europe, the clergy was not considered an estate.

 14. T F  During the Middle Ages, merchants were not actually a formally recognized estate.

 15. T F  The estate system of the Middle Ages provided some limited social mobility.

Theories of Global Stratifi cation ●

 16. T F  Modernization theory plays down the importance of a society’s cultural environment when 
describing the modernization process.

 17. T F  According to modernization theory, developed countries aid in development chiefl y by providing 
money and technological assistance.

 18. T F  Critics of modernization theory see it as a defense of capitalism.

 19. Which of the following would modernization theorists see as contributing most to the economic 
development of a poor country?

 a. strong religion
 b. strong cultural traditions
 c. education
 d. high birthrates producing lots of potential workers

 20. T F  Dependency theory is an outgrowth of a Marxist view of the interconnection among world 
systems.
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 21. Which theory locates the causes of world poverty in the actions and policies of wealthy, developed 
countries?

 a. modernization theory
 b. dependency theory
 c. Neither; they both emphasize factors in the underdeveloped countries themselves.

 22. T F  Dependency theory views capitalism as affecting not just the countries that have a capitalist 
economy but the economies of countries around the world.

 23. Dependency theory gets its name from its emphasis on the idea that
 a. rich countries are dependent on poor countries for raw materials.
 b. rich countries are dependent on poor countries for cheap labor.
 c. rich countries are dependent on poor countries to buy fi nished goods.
 d. poor countries are dependent on rich countries for capital.

 24. Tischler says that dependency theory is “an outgrowth of a Marxist view.” In what way does 
dependency theory resemble other Marxist ideas?

 a. It emphasizes the confl ict between the interests of the rich and the interests of the poor.
 b. It predicts the fall of global capitalism.
 c. It emphasizes the role of religion as a factor in development.
 d. It says that the most important factor in poor countries is the attitude of people there.

 25. T F  Critics of dependency theory argue that many poor countries have little contact with rich 
countries, so rich countries could not be a cause of their poverty.

 26. Even with the diversity throughout the world, what factors are common to a signifi cant percentage of 
the population in most developing nations?

 a. poor sanitation d. many children not attending school
 b. no access to modern health services e. all of the above
 c. inadequate housing

 27. T F  In the past century, the worldwide average life expectancy has at least doubled.

 28. T F  Because of great advances in medicine and communication, the majority of people in the world 
now have access to professional heath care.

 29. Approximately what percent of the population in China today may be expected to reach age 70?
 a. less than 10% c. 60%
 b. about 25% d. 90%

 30. T F  Because of the existence of antibiotics, death rates in developing nations are similar to those in 
advanced nations.

 31. In developing nations, the most frequent cause of death for children under age fi ve is
 a. child abuse. d. infectious diseases.
 b. malnutrition. e. accidents.
 c. predatory animals.

 32. In developed countries (Europe, the United States, and so on), infectious diseases such as measles and 
diarrhea cause about what percentage of all childhood death?

 a. 1% c. 40%
 b. 25% d. more than 50%

 33. T F  Most childhood deaths in developing countries could be prevented by sanitary drinking water 
and inexpensive medicines.

 34. T F  In rich countries and poor, an increase in the mother’s education is associated with decrease in 
child mortality.

 35. In which area of the world are HIV/AIDS rates highest (that is, the largest percentage of the population 
is infected)?

 a. East Asia d. sub-Saharan Africa
 b. North America e. the Caribbean
 c. Russia and Eastern Europe
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 36. T F  Despite the increase of HIV/AIDS worldwide, in wealthier countries the number of AIDS deaths 
has declined since the 1990s.

 37. In countries outside Europe and North America, the most common source of HIV/AIDS transmission is
 a. intravenous drug use. c. heterosexual sex.
 b. homosexual sex. d. blood transfusion.

 38. Roughly how many people are there currently on planet Earth?
 a. 200 million c. 6–7 billion
 b. 1–2 billion d. 10–12 billion

 39. The population of the earth did not begin to grow until about _____ years ago.
 a. 1 million d. 1,000
 b. 50,000 e. 400
 c. 10,000

 40. T F  The increase in population on earth is accounted for mostly by countries in the developing world.

 41. T F  There is no connection between the age at which a woman marries and the number of children 
she has. Fertility is determined by economic and health factors.

 42. In countries with little modern contraception (for instance, Pakistan, Bangladesh, sub-Saharan Africa) 
which factor does the most to lower fertility?

 a. abortion c. breast feeding
 b. abstinence d. herbal contraceptive potions

 43. Worldwide, the most widely used form of birth control is
 a. condoms. d. abortion.
 b. the pill. e. sterilization.
 c. abstinence.

 44. If you wanted to reduce fertility in a country, you would do best to increase the years of education of
 a. women. c. either one; there is no difference.
 b. men.

 45. Which of the following is a successful government policy that has reduced fertility?
 a. raising the legal minimum age for marriage
 b. banning abortion
 c. strengthening the role of religion
 d. requiring teenagers to take vows of abstinence till marriage

 46. T F  In the developing world, birthrates are generally higher in cities than in rural areas.

 47. T F  By the year 2050, the number of elderly people will exceed the number of younger persons 
worldwide.

 48. T F  Because girls have a higher survival rate than boys, parents in the developing world prefer to 
have girls rather than boys.

 49. T F  In countries such as India, where the parents of a girl must pay a high dowry, birthrates for girls 
will be unnaturally low.

 50. T F  Throughout all countries, people with the greatest income usually have more children than those 
with lower income, largely because wealthier people can support additional family members.

 51. T F  In poor regions such as sub-Sahara Africa, one of the more acute problems is that of taking care 
of the elderly.

Essay Questions ●

 52. Aside from the obvious fact that poor people cannot afford to buy material goods, what are some of 
the differences between life in poor, underdeveloped countries and life in countries such as the United 
States? Consider the nature of basic areas of life such as family, work, education, health, and so on.
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 53. What factors contribute to the gap between rich countries and poor countries? What factors might 
help reduce that gap?

 54. The chapter discusses modernization theory and dependency theory. What policies logically follow 
from each of these theories? That is, what policies on global stratifi cation would be offered by people 
who believed in modernization theory, and how would these differ from policies recommended by 
those who believed in dependency theory?

CHAPTER 10 RACIAL AND ETHNIC MINORITIES

The Concept of Race ●

 1. T F  Racial classifi cations are not simple or obvious, a person considered white in one society might be 
categorized as nonwhite in another.

 2. T F  Biologists today rely on outward physical traits such as skin color, hair texture, and nose type in 
making biological classifi cations of human beings.

 3. T F  Nearly half of the U.S. population now classifi es themselves as multi-racial.

 4. T F  Most interracial couples list their children as multiracial on census forms.

 5. T F  The number of interracial marriages in the United States has increased greatly in the past three 
decades.

 6. T F  Despite changes in race relations and laws over the past 50 years, a majority of Americans still say 
they disapprove of interracial marriage.

 7. The term race refers to a category of people who are defi ned as similar because they
 a. have a unique and distinctive genetic makeup. c. exhibit similar behaviors.
 b. share a number of physical characteristics. d. express comparable attitudes.

 8. Legal defi nitions of race in the United States usually were based on the person’s
 a. physical characteristics. c. educational achievement.
 b. ancestry. d. lifestyle.

 9. According to the social defi nition of race, a woman is black if
 a. she has certain physical characteristics: darker-than-average skin, fl at nose, and so on.
 b. she has at least one grandparent who is black.
 c. she has African genetic markers in her DNA.
 d. she and others think she is black.

 10. The U.S. census counts a person as African American if he or she
 a. has at least one African-American parent (1/2 black).
 b. has at least one African-American grandparent (1/4 black).
 c. has at least one African-American great-grandparent (1/16 black).
 d. defi nes himself or herself as African American regardless of ancestry.

 11. In what year were laws prohibiting interracial marriage declared unconstitutional by the Supreme 
Court?

 a. shortly after the founding of the United States
 b. shortly after the Civil War
 c. shortly after World War II
 d. in the 1960s
 e. None of these; the Court has never declared anti-intermarriage laws unconstitutional.

 12. About what percentage of married couples in the United States are interracial?
 a. 5% c. 50%
 b. 25% d. 75%
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 13. The text’s example of Philip and Paul Malone was used to illustrate
 a. the failure of multiculturalism.
 b. a humorous look at the problems of birth records.
 c. the diffi culties in accurately assigning race.
 d. that racial appearance and racial defi nition generally match closely.

 14. In the United States, people with one white parent and one black parent have usually thought of 
themselves as

 a. multiracial.
 b. white.
 c. black.
 d. about half of them think of themselves as white, half as black.

The Concept of Ethnic Group ●

 15. T F  To qualify as an ethnic group, members must be unifi ed politically.

 16. According to Tischler, the distinguishing features of an ethnic group are usually
 a. cultural. c. economic.
 b. physical. d. political.

The Concept of Minorities ●

 17. Women can be regarded as a minority group in American society because
 a. there are fewer women than there are men.
 b. they belong to a variety of ethnic and racial groups.
 c. they are discriminated against because of their sex.
 d. None of these; they cannot be regarded as a minority by any defi nition.

Problems in Race and Ethnic Relations ●

 18. T F  Prejudice is a negative attitude that is nevertheless rational.

 19. T F  Prejudice serves some positive functions for the people who hold that prejudice.

 20. When psychologists say that prejudice allows for “projection,” they mean that the prejudiced person
 a. sees in some other group what are really his own faults.
 b. speaks loudly about his opinions of other groups.
 c. prefers movies about the groups he dislikes.
 d. feels guilty about his own hatreds.

 21. The difference between prejudice and discrimination is a difference between
 a. attitudes and behavior.
 b. positive and negative.
 c. socially unacceptable and socially acceptable.
 d. rational and irrational.

 22. T F  Prejudice is more likely to develop between groups that are competing against each other for 
scarce resources.

 23. T F  According to Tischler, people with prejudiced attitudes may not engage in discriminatory 
behavior.

 24. Social arrangements that restrict a group’s life chances, even though there is no apparent hatred, 
prejudice, or stereotyping, is called

 a. racism. c. institutionalized discrimination.
 b. socialism. d. projection.
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 25. A major difference between prejudice and discrimination is that
 a. prejudice involves ethnic groups; discrimination involves race.
 b. prejudice involves thoughts; discrimination involves actions.
 c. prejudice involves economics; discrimination involves culture.
 d. prejudice can be reversed; discrimination is permanent.

 26. Many white shopkeepers in U.S. southern towns during the 1950s and 1960s depended upon 
African-American customers for a large part of their business, so although they welcomed blacks as 
customers, they considered them social inferiors. These merchants are examples of

 a. unprejudiced nondiscriminators.
 b. unprejudiced discriminators.
 c. prejudiced nondiscriminators.
 d. prejudiced discriminators.

 27. Sonia is a member of a minority group. She is unable to obtain a well-paying, secure job not because 
of outright racism but, rather, because, like many others of her minority group, she attended a less-
than-adequate school and lacks connections. Sonia is a victim of

 a. subtle and unrecognized personal prejudice.
 b. unfortunate accidental discrimination.
 c. institutionalized prejudice and discrimination.
 d. bad luck that has nothing to do with her being a minority.

 28. An individual who feels very uncomfortable when friends tell a racist joke and yet does not speak out 
of fear of being ridiculed would be classifi ed by Merton as a(n)

 a. unprejudiced nondiscriminator.
 b. unprejudiced discriminator.
 c. prejudiced nondiscriminator.
 d. prejudiced discriminator.

Patterns of Racial and Ethnic Relations ●

 29. Canada’s maintaining two offi cial languages, English and French, is an example of
 a. pluralism. c. Anglo conformity.
 b. assimilation. d. subjugation.

 30. During the nineteenth century, Native Americans were pushed off land desired by white settlers and 
onto small and distant reservations. This exemplifi es all of the following except

 a. forced migration. c. assimilation.
 b. segregation. d. expulsion.

 31. A 1946 government report on Native Americans called for “their complete integration into the mass 
of the population.” The report was advocating

 a. assimilation. c. forced migration.
 b. pluralism. d. segregation.

 32. “Not the elimination of differences but the perfection and conservation of differences” is a statement 
favoring

 a. pluralism. c. Anglo conformity.
 b. assimilation. d. subjugation.

 33. Genocide, a practice banned by international law, is another term for
 a. forced migration. c. subjugation.
 b. segregation. d. annihilation.

 34. Most of the nineteenth-century immigrants to America had distinctive subcultures, with their own 
unique language, style of dress, norms, and values. The children of these immigrants, however, rapidly 
learned to speak English and to adopt mainstream American cultural styles. The children’s behavior is 
an example of

 a. segregation. c. assimilation.
 b. pluralism. d. subjugation.
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 35. The development of ethnic neighborhoods such as Chinatowns and Little Italys is an example of 
voluntary

 a. segregation. c. subjugation.
 b. Anglo conformity. d. assimilation.

 36. The policy of the Nazis toward the Jews during the Holocaust of the 1940s was one of
 a. pluralism. c. annihilation.
 b. Anglo conformity. d. subjugation.

 37. To advance his career in radio, Jaime Fernandez learns to speak English without a trace of a Spanish 
accent and changes his name to Jim Fox. This is an example of

 a. subjugation. c. Chicano conformity.
 b. Anglo conformity. d. annihilation.

Racial and Ethnic Immigration to the United States ●

 38. T F  Even during its more restrictive periods, the United States has had one of the most open 
immigration policies in the world.

 39. T F  Hispanics are now the largest ethnic group in the United States.

 40. The immigration quotas of the 1920s were designed to limit immigration from countries such as
 a. Ireland and England. c. Italy and Poland.
 b. Germany and France. d. Mexico and Cuba.

 41. About what percentage of the U.S. population was born outside the United States?
 a. 1% c. 25%
 b. 10% d. 50%

 42. The largest proportion of Hispanics in the United States come from
 a. Cuba. c. Mexico.
 b. The Dominican Republic. d. Argentina.

 43. The largest number of illegal immigrants to the United States come from which country?
 a. Cuba. c. Mexico.
 b. The Dominican Republic. d. China.

 44. Which Hispanic group in the United States has a higher average income than white Americans?
 a. Mexicans.
 b. Cubans.
 c. Dominicans.
 d. Puerto Ricans.
 e. None; no Hispanic group has a higher average income than whites.

 45. According to Tischler, compared with other Hispanics, Cuban Americans
 a. are less educated. c. are more likely to resist assimilation.
 b. have a lower average income. d. are more likely to vote Democratic.

 46. The racial or ethnic group with the largest percentage growth in recent years is
 a. Hispanics. c. Africans.
 b. Asians. d. Canadians.

 47. The earliest large wave of immigrants from China worked mostly in
 a. restaurants. c. opium dens.
 b. laundries. d. railroad construction.

 48. Which ethnic or regional group has the highest average levels of education?
 a. African Americans. c. Asian Americans.
 b. Italian Americans. d. Hispanics.

 49. Italian Americans today are most likely to trace their ancestors back to
 a. the old migration. c. the modern migration.
 b. the new migration.
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 50. In recent years, some states have proposed laws making English the offi cial state language and 
eliminating or restricting bilingual education. The aim of these measures is

 a. annihilation. d. pluralism.
 b. Anglo conformity. e. segregation.
 c. exploitation.

 51. The largest proportion of immigrants to the United States today is accounted for by people from
 a. Europe. d. Latin America.
 b. Africa. e. Antarctica.
 c. Asia.

 52. T F  More than half of all Native Americans live on or near reservations administered by the U.S. 
government.

 53. Old migration to the United States consisted of people from
 a. the ancient civilizations of the Mediterranean.
 b. northern Europe who came prior to 1880.
 c. eastern Europe who came after 1880.
 d. age 50 upward.

 54. The largest number of African Americans is found in what part of the United States?
 a. Northeast d. Mountain states
 b. Midwest e. West Coast
 c. South

 55. According to Tischler, a major reason for the increasing income gap between African Americans and 
whites is

 a. racism.
 b. the decline of unionized jobs.
 c. the infl ux of African immigrants.
 d. the increase in female-headed families among African Americans.

 56. African Americans make up approximately _____ percent of the total population of the United States.
 a. 2.5 c. 24.6
 b. 13.5 d. 43.3

Essay Question ●

 57. Choose a specifi c group, and explain why it qualifi es as a race, ethnic group, or minority.

CHAPTER 11 GENDER STRATIFICATION

Are the Sexes Separate and Unequal? ●

 1. T F  In movies, there are about as many female characters as male characters.

 2. T F  Traditional Chinese society had much greater equality between the sexes than did traditional 
European society.

 3. T F  Critics of sociobiology are likely to emphasis learned behavior and socialization.

 4. T F  The biblical story of creation has been used as a theological justifi cation for 
patriarchal ideology.

 5. T F  Pioneering sociologist Auguste Comte differed from most other thinkers of his time (the early 
1800s) in that he saw women as intellectually equal to men.
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 6. T F  Although societies might treat the sexes unequally, diseases such as diabetes and multiple 
sclerosis affect men and women with equal frequency.

 7. T F  In her book, Sex and Temperament, Margaret Mead tried to provide support for biological and 
genetic theories of male–female differences.

 8. T F  Unlike modern Western society, many simpler, preliterate societies have no division of labor by 
sex. Men and women do pretty much the same things.

 9. The branch of science that tries to establish the genetic bases of human behavior is called
 a. biogenetics. c. ethnography.
 b. ethology. d. sociobiology.

 10. Ethology is the study of
 a. women named Ethel. d. animal behavior.
 b. ethical behavior. e. ethnic groups.
 c. ethanol use among primates.

 11. In Clark and Hatfi eld’s study of pick-ups, which group was most likely to agree to have sex with an 
attractive stranger of the opposite sex?

 a. men c. no difference
 b. women

 12. In Clark and Hatfi eld’s study of pick-ups, which group was most likely to agree to a date with an 
attractive stranger of the opposite sex?

 a. men c. no difference
 b. women

 13. A patriarchal ideology is
 a. the study of powerful males in past societies.
 b. the belief that there are differences in the social behavior of men and women.
 c. an attempt to fi nd a genetic basis for human behavior.
 d. the belief that men are superior to women and should control all aspects of society.

 14. Among mathematicians, men far outnumber women. A university president explained this difference 
by saying that men were “naturally” better at math than women. His statement implies that 
mathematical ability is a matter of

 a. gender. c. socialization.
 b. sex. d. unequal opportunity.

 15. Gender is best understood as a(n) _____ status.
 a. achieved c. ideal
 b. ascribed d. irrelevant

 16. In stressful situations
 a. males and females react with similar intensity.
 b. males and females react with similar behaviors, although women are more intense.
 c. men react more slowly.
 d. women react more slowly.

 17. Critics of sociobiology assert that
 a. even among animals and insects, much gender-related behavior is learned, not innate.
 b. sex differences have no biological basis.
 c. gender differences do not exist among nonhuman primates.
 d. it is not valid to generalize from animal to human behavior.

 18. T F  Differences in hormones in men’s and women’s brains might explain why aging women suffer 
cognitive decline, for instance, Alzheimer’s disease, at much higher incidence than men.

 19. Research suggests that “befriending” behavior among females might be caused by the way their 
bodies process oxytocin. This research supports the _____ explanation of male–female difference

 a. cultural c. socialization
 b. social d. biological
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What Produces Gender Inequality? ●

 20. Functionalists argue that the family functions best when
 a.  the father focuses on things outside the home while the mother focuses on relationships within 

the family.
 b. gender roles are more equal.
 c. men share more equally in the internal life of the family.
 d. the father deals with sons’ emotions while the mother deals with daughters’ emotions.

 21. The person who takes the instrumental role in the family usually
 a. accompanies family sing-alongs.
 b. nurtures children.
 c. earns money.
 d. listens carefully to family members’ emotional needs.

 22. The person who takes the expressive role in the family usually
 a. earns money for the family’s expenses.
 b. deals with interpersonal confl icts.
 c. pays the American Express bill.
 d. does the cleaning and makes household repairs.

 23. Confl ict theorists argue that gender inequality is _____ based.
 a. biologically c. economically
 b. functionally d. psychologically

 24. Confl ict theorists see the traditional male–female relationship as one of
 a. cooperation. c. mutuality.
 b. exploitation. d. passive-aggressive behavior.

 25. Karl Marx’s sometime collaborator, Friedrich Engels, argued that the basis for inequality between the 
sexes was

 a. biology. c. socialism.
 b. capitalism. d. communism.

Socialization ●

 26. Women today, says Tischler, are encouraged to pursue careers before, during, and after marriage. The 
increased presence of women in the labor force, according to this theory, arises from changes in

 a. the economy. c. education.
 b. socialization. d. hormones.

 27. Maines and Hardesty say that men live in a “linear temporal world,” whereas women live in a 
“contingent temporal world.” By this, they mean that men, more so than women,

 a. focus on career goals.
 b. align their career with family demands.
 c. complete things on time.
 d. keep their tempers in line.

 28. Carol Gilligan argues that women faced with ethical dilemmas were more likely than men to
 a. stick to a single clear moral principle.
 b. emphasize the interconnectedness of actions and relationships.
 c. place more emphasis on rules than on the consequences of following those rules.
 d. make decisions in a haphazard and unpredictable fashion.

 29. Social psychologist Erik Erikson argued that in Western society it is more diffi cult for girls than for boys 
to

 a. achieve a positive identity.
 b. learn to moderate their innate aggression.
 c. learn to be nurturing.
 d. develop behaviors to attract a suitable mate.
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Gender Inequality and Work ●

 30. T F  Even when women and men have similar job titles and do equivalent work, women on average 
receive lower pay.

 31. T F  Despite recent changes, less than half the women in the U.S. have jobs in the paid labor force.

 32. T F  Women are now just as likely as men to win career-enhancing promotions.

 33. Which gender earns the greatest share of undergraduate degrees?
 a. females c. no difference
 b. males

 34. According to Deborah Tannen, men, more so than women, use language to
 a. make jokes with their buddies.
 b. come off as better than others.
 c. blow off steam.
 d. convey information.

 35. According to Deborah Tannen, women, more so than men, use language to
 a. convey information. c. solve problems.
 b. connect with other people. d. complain.

 36. According to Deborah Tannen, when someone brings up a personal problem in conversation, men are 
more likely to offer _____, whereas women are more likely to offer _____.

 a. money; ideas c. baffl ement; knowledge
 b. cynicism; sincerity d. solutions; sympathy

 37. T F  Because Internet users need not disclose their true identities, men and women have similar styles 
when they contribute to discussions on the Internet.

 38. T F  Recent research now indicates that a majority of women and men now favor female bosses over 
male bosses in the workplace.

 39. T F  Although the proportion of female executives has increased, most of these women executives work 
for large corporations rather than as entrepreneurs who have started their own small businesses.

Essay Questions ●

 40. Present at least two arguments in support of the view that American society is biased against assertive 
women.

 41. Discuss at least three problems posed by traditional gender-role socialization for women and men.

 42. Describe the major patterns of job discrimination, which are related to gender, in the United States.

 43. Gilligan studied moral reasoning, and Tannen studied conversation. Write an essay, based on these 
studies and any other information in this chapter, about general differences in the ways men and 
women think and interact.

CHAPTER 12 MARRIAGE AND ALTERNATIVE FAMILY 
ARRANGEMENTS

The Nature of Family Life ●

 1. T F  Murdock’s study of 250 societies found that in a small number of these societies—about six out of 
the 250—the family does not exist.
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 2. T F  Every known human society has an incest taboo.

 3. T F  The relationships covered by the incest taboo vary from one society to another.

 4. T F  The nuclear family is found in all societies regardless of degree of industrialization.

 5. T F  Polyandry is a very rare form of family structure, existing in only a few societies.

 6. T F  Most of the world’s societies have bilateral systems of descent.

 7. T F  Patriarchal family systems are far more common than matriarchal systems.

 8. Patriarchy and matriarchy refer to
 a. whether a child takes its name from its mother or father.
 b. whether a couple lives near the husband’s family or the wife’s.
 c. the distribution of power between men and women in the family.
 d. whether the father or mother has primary responsibility for socializing children.

 9. The family structure that consists of a married couple and their children is called the
 a. normal family. c. matrilineal family.
 b. nuclear family. d. extended family.

 10. A society that traces descent through the mother’s side of the family would be characterized as a 
_____ system.

 a. matriarchal c. matrilocal
 b. matrilineal d. polygynous

 11. Dwayne and Katrina are a married couple. They have two children and live with Katrina’s brother, his 
wife, and their three children as well as with Katrina’s mother. This is an example of a(n) _____ family.

 a. extended c. nuclear
 b. polygamous d. matriarchal

Marriage ●

 12. T F  Almost all societies allow for divorce.

 13. T F  Marriage for love has been the most common type of marriage throughout the history of the 
human species.

 14. T F  Many European nations have had laws restricting marriage between people of different religions; 
the United States has not.

 15. T F  Societies that see marriage as an economic and political institution are less likely to emphasize 
romantic love.

 16. T F  The most common type of interracial marriage in the United States involves a marriage between 
a white person and an African American.

 17. According to anthropologist Marvin Harris, the major factor restraining the amount of polygamy in 
most cultures of the world is

 a. social disapproval.
 b. the likely increase in marital discord with more than one spouse.
 c. the high cost of maintaining more than one spouse.
 d. religious prohibitions against more than one marriage at a time.

 18. One negative consequence of marriage based on romantic love is that it
 a. is less likely to produce children.
 b. is less likely to make for a strong husband–wife relationship.
 c. weakens ties to families of origin.
 d. is less suited to socializing children.
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 19. Homogamy refers to
 a. gay marriage.
 b. marriage in which family functions are shared equally between spouses.
 c. marriage based on love.
 d. marriage between people of similar social backgrounds.

 20. In the United States today, the most common form of residence for newly married couples is
 a. patrilocal. d. neolocal.
 b. matrilocal. e. uptown local.
 c. bilocal.

 21. The incest taboo ensures a certain degree of
 a. homogamy. c. endogamy.
 b. exogamy. d. monogamy.

 22. Which of the following is a feature of marriage in all societies?
 a. Marriage is a public, socially approved relationship.
 b. The husband and wife are expected to love one another.
 c. The husband and wife must support one another emotionally.
 d. The husband and wife must socialize the children.

 23. When did the Supreme Court rule that state laws banning interracial marriage were unconstitutional?
 a. shortly after the founding of the country
 b. shortly after the Civil War
 c. during the immigration waves of the late 1890s
 d. during the 1960s
 e. None of these; such laws have not been declared unconstitutional.

 24. “Stick to your own kind,” sings a character in West Side Story. She is advocating
 a. exogamy. c. matriarchy.
 b. polyandry. d. homogamy.

 25. Since the 1950s, the age at which Americans fi rst marry
 a. has been getting younger.
 b. has been getting older.
 c. has remained relatively unchanged.
 d. has fl uctuated randomly with no discernible pattern.

 26. Marriage in the United States has become less homogamous on all the following variables except
 a. race.
 b. religion.
 c. age.
 d. None of these; all exhibit a decreasing degree of homogamy.

 27. The family in which a person is raised is his or her
 a. nuclear family. d. family of procreation.
 b. extended family. e. family of aggravation.
 c. family of orientation.

The Transformation of the Family ●

 28. T F  The United States has the highest divorce rate in the world.

 29. T F  Since 1975, the absolute number of marriages in the United States has increased.

 30. T F  Since 1975, the proportion of marriageable people who actually ever get married has decreased.

 31. T F  The percentage of births to unmarried mothers is higher in the United States than in any other 
industrialized country.
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 32. T F  Nearly all studies of cohabitation show that couples who live together before marriage are less 
likely to get divorced than are couples who do not try living together before marriage.

 33. T F  Households in 19th-century America were much more likely than those today to include people 
not related to the family.

 34. T F  In divorce cases in the United States today, legal custody is given to the father about as often as 
it is given to the mother.

 35. T F  A large majority of divorced persons remarry.

 36. T F  Joint custody laws require children to spend equal time living with each of the divorced parents.

 37. T F  Children who are victims of abuse are more likely to be abusive as adults than are children who 
have not already experienced family violence.

 38. T F  The presence of children lowers the probability of remarriage for women but not for men.

 39. T F  Stepparents are more likely to abuse children than are biological parents.

 40. T F  The majority of gay and lesbian households include children.

 41. Americans believe that marriage should be permanent, yet the United States has a high divorce rate. 
According to Andrew Cherlin, the value on permanent marriage is undercut by another aspect of 
American culture. What is it?

 a. the decline in religion
 b. hypocrisy and immorality
 c. violence
 d. the belief in the individual pursuit of happiness

 42. According to William J. Goode, the shift from agricultural to industrial society created pressures for 
the decline of

 a. the nuclear family. d. exogamy.
 b. the extended family. e. all of the preceding choices.
 c. companionate marriage.

 43. A term for marriage based on romantic love is
 a. homogamy. d. compassionate marriage.
 b. alternate marriage. e. compatible marriage.
 c. companionate marriage.

 44. According to Tischler, World War II affected marriage in the United States because
 a. it led to the baby boom.
 b. it led to an economic boom.
 c. it moved women into the paid labor force.
 d. it militarized the country.

 45. Which of the following is a feature of the transformation of the American family in the six decades 
following the end of World War II?

 a. Average family size increased.
 b. The family reverted to a more extended family structure.
 c. The family decreased in importance in socializing children.
 d. Family roles became less equal.

 46. Which of the following variables is not related to family violence?
 a. social class c. number of children
 b. religion d. unemployment

 47. The largest differences in divorce rates in the United States are between
 a. upper-income and low-income. c. Protestant and Catholic.
 b. suburban and urban. d. Republican and Democrat.
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 48. No-fault divorce laws
 a. have made it more diffi cult to get a divorce.
 b. have made it easier to get a divorce.
 c. have had no affect on divorce.
 d. have made it easier for men, but more diffi cult for women, to get a divorce.

 49. T F  Because divorce allows people to leave unhappy marriages, Americans in the 21st century 
who stay married report greater happiness in their marriages than did Americans of earlier 
generations.

 50. T F  Cohabitation refers to a situation in which a newly married couple settles down in a home that is 
near neither the bride’s family nor the groom’s family.

Essay Questions ●

 51. Family ranks high on the list of things Americans say they value. Yet the divorce rate in the United 
States is much greater than it was in earlier generations and is much higher than in other advanced 
countries. How can you explain the value of family and the prevalence of divorce?

 52. What functions does the family fulfi ll? How are these related to the way the society is organized? How 
have social changes in the United States over the past three centuries changed the functions that 
the family fulfi lls? How might these functions be fulfi lled by institutions other than the family in other 
societies?

 53. Some societies welcome romantic love. In other societies, it is seen as an aberration. What kinds of 
societies are a bad fi t with romantic love?

CHAPTER 13 RELIGION

The Nature of Religion ●

 1. T F  According to Durkheim, the profane consists of objects that people are prohibited from touching, 
looking at, or even mentioning.

 2. T F  Unlike marriage, which is a universal institution, religion exists in many, but far from all, societies. 
About 15 percent of societies that we know about do not have any religion.

 3. T F  The concept “God” has had a fi xed, unchanging meaning throughout human history.

 4. Émile Durkheim observed that all religions, regardless of their particular doctrines, divide the universe 
into two mutually exclusive categories:

 a. the natural and the unnatural. c. the ugly and the beautiful.
 b. the good and the bad. d. the sacred and the profane.

 5. A group of teenagers met each month at the full moon to worship Satan, curse God, and place 
voodoo hexes on their teachers. Durkheim would classify this as an example of

 a. the sacred. c. evil.
 b. the profane. d. rationality.

 6. Compared with sacred things, things that are profane are more likely to be
 a. solid. c. useful.
 b. large. d. expensive.

 7. Standardized behaviors or practices such as receiving holy communion, singing hymns, praying while 
bowing toward Mecca, and the bar mitzvah ceremony are examples of

 a. totems. c. rituals.
 b. magic. d. shamanism.
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 8. Which of the following, according to Durkheim, is an element in all religions?
 a. priests c. ritual
 b. a holy book d. a house of worship

 9. All religions
 a. rely on the teachings of a sacred book
 b. use magic in their rituals.
 c. promote social equality.
 d. demand some public, shared participation.
 e. include all of these elements.

 10. The use of peyote and other drugs in some religions is part of what more universal quality of religion?
 a. the violation of dominant norms and laws
 b. separation of people from one another by emphasizing individual experience
 c. creation of a special and heightened emotional state
 d. availability only to those with enough money

Magic ●

 11. One difference between magic and religion is that
 a. magic relies on the supernatural; religion is more rational.
 b. magic is usually used to benefi t the individual; religion benefi ts the group.
 c. magic uses special objects and words; religion does not.
 d. magic is rational; religion is supernatural.

 12. T F  According to Stark and Bainbridge, Christianity has always been opposed to magic.

 13. According to Stark and Bainbridge, the church’s saints and shrines for specialized miracles, such as 
healing at Lourdes, are really a form of

 a. magic. d. Protestantism.
 b. the profane. e. rationalism.
 c. totemism.

 14. T F  According to Stark and Bainbridge, established churches do not want to get rid of all magic; they 
merely want to monopolize it for themselves.

Major Types of Religions ●

 15. T F  Only three world religions are known to be monotheistic: Judaism and its two offshoots, 
Christianity and Islam.

 16. An ordinary object that has become a sacred symbol for a group or clan is said to be its
 a. mana. c. mojo.
 b. mama. d. totem.

 17. T F  The earliest archaeological evidence of religious practice has been found in northern Europe.

 18. In The Exorcist, a priest heals a girl by forcing a demon to leave her body. This idea behind exorcism is 
closest to

 a. monotheism. c. animism.
 b. polytheism. d. totemism.

 19. The largest of the world’s religions, in terms of the size of its membership, is
 a. Christianity. c. Hinduism.
 b. Islam. d. Confucianism.

 20. Touching is important in many religions (for instance, in blessings and spiritual healing) because of a 
powerful but invisible force that can be transferred by touch. This force is generally known as

 a. mana. c. the force.
 b. charisma. d. kavorka.
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 21. “The carcasses of every beast which divideth the hoof, and is not cloven-footed, nor cheweth the cud, 
are unclean unto you: every one that toucheth them shall be unclean.” (Leviticus 11:26) In other words, 
a person who touches an unclean animal, such as a pig, becomes himself unclean. This statement 
combines the concepts of

 a. ritual and prayer. c. taboo and mana.
 b. cleanliness and godliness. d. animism and theism.

 22. Animism involves a belief in the power of
 a. animals. c. minerals.
 b. vegetables. d. spirits.

 23. Most theistic societies practice
 a. monotheism. c. polytheism.
 b. totemism. d. ecumenism.

 24. Ghosts are spirits of the dead that can haunt or help people. Belief in ghosts is a form of
 a. rationalism. c. naturalism.
 b. animism. d. theism.

A Sociological Approach to Religion ●

 25. Sigmund Freud emphasized which function of religion?
 a. helping individuals deal with guilt and anxiety
 b. bringing about group cohesion
 c. bringing spiritual enlightenment to individuals
 d. getting individuals to accept inequality in the society at large

 26. T F  Durkheim thought that even atheistic societies would develop rituals that served the same 
functions as religious rituals.

 27. T F  According to Durkheim, when people worship supernatural entities such as God, they are really 
worshiping their own society.

 28. For Durkheim, the most important function of religion was to
 a. provide comfort for the individual. c. suppress social revolt.
 b. foster social cohesion. d. prevent suicide.

 29. According to Max Weber, which of the following belief systems fostered a worldview that promoted 
the development of capitalism?

 a. Judaism c. Confucianism
 b. Catholicism d. Calvinism

 30. According to Weber, which of the following provided the background in which European capitalism 
could fl ourish?

 a. Jewish values that emphasized education and learning
 b. Catholic values that emphasized glorifying God with expensive churches, clothes, art, and so on
 c. Protestant values that emphasized hard work and self-denial
 d. Pagan values that emphasized innovation and problem-solving

 31. Which of the following is not a function common to most religions?
 a. emotional integration and the reduction of personal anxiety
 b. providing charity for the poor
 c. legitimizing arrangements in the secular society
 d. establishing a worldview that helps explain the purpose of life

 32. According to Marvin Harris, the Hindu taboo against eating beef is most important because
 a. it promotes public health because many cattle in India carry disease.
 b. it promotes public health by eliminating a source of cholesterol.
 c. it allows for more economic sources of food and fuel.
 d. it promotes social cohesion.
 e. it gives support to the animal-rights movement.
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 33. The Ghost Dance of the Plains Indians is an example of a
 a. millenarian movement. c. religious sect.
 b. revitalization movement. d. universal church.

 34. The best-selling Left Behind books and movie suggest that we are near the end of time, when the 
faithful will be taken to Heaven and the rest left behind to a dismal fate. The ideas behind Left Behind 
are an example of

 a. millenarianism. c. denominationalism.
 b. revitalization. d. totemism.

 35. T F  Alienation refers to the process by which people lose control over the social institutions they 
themselves invented.

 36. What did Karl Marx refer to as “the opiate of the masses?”
 a. capitalism c. religion
 b. communism d. opium

 37. From Marx’s perspective, one of the chief dysfunctions of religion was that
 a. it discouraged people from taking action against injustice.
 b. it alienated people from their society.
 c. it took people away from the work they should be doing in the capitalist system.
 d. it allowed priests to abuse their power for personal ends.

Organization of Religious Life ●

 38. The animistic beliefs and rituals of a Native American tribe, in which all members of the tribe 
participate, are an example of a(n)

 a. ecclesia. c. sect.
 b. universal church. d. denomination.

 39. The Church of England, or Anglican Church, is the offi cial church of that country, and its titular head is 
the king or queen of England. This would make the Anglican Church a(n)

 a. ecclesia. c. sect.
 b. universal church. d. denomination.

 40. Which of the following types of religious organization is most likely to reject ideas of the dominant 
society?

 a. ecclesia c. sect
 b. universal church d. denomination

 41. The Puritans who left England for America because they felt they were being persecuted are an 
example of a(n)

 a. ecclesia. c. sect.
 b. universal church. d. denomination.

 42. Once established in Massachusetts, the Puritans became dominant, and their religious ideas became 
the basis for politics and society. The Puritans of Massachusetts thus constituted a(n)

 a. ecclesia. c. sect.
 b. universal church. d. denomination.

Aspects of American Religion ●

 43. T F  A majority of Americans believe that the Bible is the word of God.

 44. T F  The United States has a much broader diversity of denominations than do European countries.

 45. During the 1960s, many religious organizations and many different churches came together to work 
for civil rights. This cooperation is an example of

 a. secularism. c. denominationalism.
 b. ecumenism. d. an ecclesia.
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 46. T F  Unlike in Europe, ecumenism has fl ourished in the United States because the boundaries between 
denominations here are less rigid and more fl uid.

Major Religions in the United States ●

 47. Which of these religious categories has the most followers in the United States today?
 a. Catholicism d. Buddhism
 b. Protestantism e. Atheism
 c. Judaism

 48. Which type of Protestant denomination has been gaining members more rapidly?
 a. Conservative (Mormons, evangelicals)
 b. Liberal (Episcopalians, Presbyterians)
 c. Neither; they have both lost membership in recent years.

 49. Vatican II, the ecumenical council called by Pope John XXIII in the 1960s, generally had the effect of 
making church doctrine more

 a. conservative. c. traditional.
 b. liberal. d. theological.

 50. T F  Although the Catholic Church offi cially condemns artifi cial means of birth control, most American 
Catholics do not support this ban.

 51. T F  Because of the great diversity of religions in the United States, religious affi liation is a very poor 
predictor of political attitudes.

 52. T F  Megachurches appeal mostly to older people and have a membership whose average age is well 
above the national average.

 53. People born into which faith are most likely to change their religion?
 a. conservative Protestant d. Judaism
 b. liberal Protestant e. Islam
 c. Catholic

Essay Questions ●

 54. List and defi ne the basic elements of religion. Which element do you see as most important?

 55. Choose a religion with which you are familiar and show how it fulfi lls the four major functions of 
religion.

CHAPTER 14 EDUCATION

Education: A Functionalist View ●

 1. T F  The functionalist perspective stresses the role of schools in perpetuating class differences from 
generation to generation.

 2. T F  Preliterate societies that have no schools do not fulfi ll the basic functions of education.

 3. T F  Many preliterate societies do not distinguish between education and socialization.

 4. T F  The American educational system helps slow the entry of young adults into the labor market.
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 5. T F  Even in colonial times, patriots such as Ben Franklin saw schools as a way of Americanizing 
immigrants.

 6. T F  Lester Frank Ward believed the main purpose of education was to equalize society.

 7. To say that schools are places of socialization means that
 a. schools provide a place for children to interact with friends.
 b. schools are anti-capitalist and run by the government.
 c. schools inculcate the ways of the society in children.
 d. schools should focus on basic academic skills.

 8. Which of the following is a latent function of education?
 a. reducing unemployment rates by keeping youths out of the labor market
 b. teaching basic academic skills
 c. transmitting cultural knowledge
 d. generating innovation

 9. To say that child care is a “latent” function of schools means that child care
 a. does not come until later in life.
 b. is necessary for children whose parents work late.
 c. is not an offi cially stated goal of schools.
 d. is unimportant.

 10. Opponents of bilingual education argue that it
 a. is too expensive.
 b. hurts immigrant children by not giving them necessary language skills.
 c. favors nonnative children at the expense of native-born children.
 d. confuses children as to which language is the best.

 11. What, according to Lester Frank Ward, is the main source of inequality in society?
 a. the difference in intellectual abilities of those at the top and bottom of society
 b. the differences in the way rich and poor families socialize their children
 c. the unequal distribution of knowledge
 d. the poor academic skills of teachers in the inner cities
 e. all of the above

 12. What was the basic message of the report titled A Nation at Risk?
 a. U.S. schools were the best in the world but would soon face competition from Asian countries.
 b. U.S. schools had held steady in their performance.
 c. U.S. schools were improving but not rapidly enough.
 d. U.S. schools were so bad they put the future of the country in danger.

 13. Major assessments of U.S. students have found them most lacking in ability in
 a. math. d. geography.
 b. English composition. e. athletics.
 c. English grammar.

 14. The single most important element in the phenomenon of continuing innovation in American society is 
the

 a. work done by garage and basement hobbyists.
 b. continuous effort to recruit foreign geniuses.
 c. performance of high-caliber academic and research universities.
 d. increased attention to standardized testing in science education.

 15. The “back to basics” movement in education emphasized rote learning, for instance, memorizing the 
multiplication table. The effect of this kind of education was that

 a. students were left unprepared to deal with more complex problems.
 b. students were better behaved.
 c. students got bored quickly.
 d. students came to dislike their teachers.
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 16. According to some studies what proportion of fourth graders in the United States can read 
profi ciently?

 a. less than 33% c. 75%
 b. 50% d. 90%

 17. In 2006, four years after No Child Left Behind was passed, how did U.S. 15-year-olds compare with 
those in 56 other countries?

 a. U.S. students did not score in the top 20 in math, science, or literacy.
 b. U.S. students were in the top ten in literacy but only 15th in science and math.
 c. U.S. students did well in science and math but not in literacy.
 d. U.S. students were in the top ten in math, science, and literacy.

The Confl ict Theory View ●

 18. T F  To the confl ict theorist, the function of school is to help each student develop his or her particular 
talents and abilities so as to live a more fulfi lling life.

 19. T F  To the confl ict theorist, the function of school is to produce the kind of people the system needs.

 20. T F  According to confl ict theorists, what is important about obtaining a degree from Harvard or Yale 
or some other elite college is that it is a guarantee that a person has received quality training.

 21. T F  According to confl ict theorists, what is important about obtaining a degree from Harvard or Yale 
or some other elite college is that it is means the person probably will not rock the boat.

 22. T F  According to confl ict theorists, the hidden curriculum of schooling subtly promotes creativity and 
imagination and downplays rote learning.

 23. In the view of confl ict theory, the most important thing that schools actually do is
 a. provide child care.
 b. provide skills so that children will become successful.
 c. provide employment for teachers.
 d. preserve the existing class system.

 24. The “hidden curriculum,” according to confl ict theory, includes
 a. advanced placement classes for the lucky few.
 b. after-school programs.
 c. getting students to accept society as it is.
 d. secret clubs like the Dead Poets’ Society.

 25. “Tracking” in schools, according to confl ict theory, is a way of
 a. winning track meets.
 b. keeping track of problem students.
 c. increasing racial and class inequality.
 d. adjusting teaching to students’ abilities.
 e. fi nding talented but underprivileged students.

 26. Rosenthal and Jacobson found that student performance is substantially affected by the
 a. location of their school.
 b. occupational status of their parents.
 c. level of their innate intelligence.
 d. expectations of their teachers.

 27. Which of the following is an aspect of the credentialized society?
 a. Credentials are a sign of competence.
 b. For employers, socialization matters more than does competence.
 c. The United States is moving away from an emphasis on credentials.
 d. Credentials are a way for less-privileged people to get ahead.
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 28. Ted Brown, an elementary school teacher for the past 15 years, has returned to school to get a 
master’s degree. The schooling will not make him a better teacher, but it will get him a raise. This is an 
example of

 a. functional illiteracy.
 b. the hidden curriculum.
 c. de facto segregation.
 d. the credentialized society.

Issues in American Education ●

 29. T F  Cross-district busing of schoolchildren was a direct outgrowth of the Coleman Report of 1966.

 30. T F  The United States adopted the concept of mass public education only after it had been accepted 
in Europe.

 31. T F  The Coleman Report of 1966 found that minority students perform better when they go to school 
with others like them in predominantly minority schools.

 32. T F  The high school dropout rate has been increasing gradually since 1980.

 33. T F  The Coleman Report and much subsequent research have shown that the more money a school 
district spends, the greater the increase in the achievement of its students.

 34. T F  Teachers often associate giftedness with children who come from prominent families, who have 
traveled widely, and who have extensive cultural advantages.

 35. T F  Standardized tests can accurately measure intelligence and abilities, especially among younger 
children.

 36. T F  The level of violence in schools has been decreasing since the mid-1990s.

 37. T F  In the past 20 years, the difference between males and females on the math part of the SAT has 
all but disappeared.

 38. The Supreme Court decision declaring school segregation policies unconstitutional was handed down
 a. in the early days of the republic.
 b. shortly after the Civil War.
 c. shortly after World War II.
 d. in the 1950s.
 e. None of these; the Court has never declared segregation unconstitutional.

 39. In the South, state policy required blacks and whites to attend separate schools. This system was 
known as

 a. de facto segregation. c. de minimis segregation.
 b. de jure segregation. d. de gustibus segregation.

 40. The major cause of de facto segregation is
 a. the hidden curriculum.
 b. No Child Left Behind.
 c. de jure segregation.
 d. residential segregation.
 e. tracking.

 41. What is the relationship between education and median income?
 a. Each higher level of education attained brings higher median income.
 b. Level of education attained has little effect on median income.
 c.  Although obtaining a high school diploma increases median income, going to college results in little 

additional earnings.
 d.  A four-year college degree increases median income, but postgraduate degrees add little in me-

dian incomes.
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 42. Carol Gilligan argues that girls are devalued by society because
 a. they have a different way of looking at moral issues.
 b. they take jobs and positions males will not take.
 c. more males graduate with bachelor’s degrees than females.
 d. young girls are not as serious about school grades as are young boys.
 e. of all these reasons.

 43. Which of the following is not a social consequence of dropping out of high school?
 a. increased crime c. increased intergenerational mobility
 b. decreased tax revenues d. reduced political participation

 44. T F  Nearly 20 percent of all students in grades 9–12 reported they had carried a weapon at least 
once during the previous month.

 45. The Coleman Report of 1966 concluded that
 a. the quality of school experiences for black and white students had become approximately equal.
 b.  the only way to improve the quality of school experiences for blacks was to spend more money on 

their schools.
 c. schools play a less important role in student academic achievement than once thought.
 d. academic success is most powerfully infl uenced by individual merit rather than by social factors.

 46. Dropping out of high school affects not only those who leave school, but also society in general 
because dropouts

 a. pay less in taxes because of their lower earnings.
 b. are less likely to vote.
 c. have poorer health.
 d. increase the demand for social services.
 e. All of the above are true

 47. In its famous Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, the United States Supreme Court banned
 a. de jure segregation. c. standardized testing.
 b. busing. d. tracking.

 48. Over the past 75 years, the percentage of Americans completing high school has
 a. declined slightly. c. risen slightly.
 b. risen dramatically. d. remained about the same.

 49. T F  The early home schoolers in the 1950s and 60s objected to the permissiveness and liberalism of 
public schools.

 50. T F  One problem with home schooling today is that it deprives children of the chance to participate 
in extracurricular activities.

Essay Questions ●

 51. Compare and contrast the functionalist and confl ict theory views of education as socialization.

 52. Discuss the issue of gender bias in the classroom. Based upon your reading of this chapter, what is 
your position on this issue?

 53. Discuss the pro and con issues connected with the phenomenon of home schooling.

CHAPTER 15 POLITICAL AND ECONOMIC SYSTEMS

Politics, Power, and Authority ●

 1. T F  The founders of the United States favored a strong central government.
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 2. T F  Power that is regarded as illegitimate by those over whom it is exercised is called coercion.

 3. T F  Power based on fear is the most stable and enduring form of power.

 4. T F  Legitimacy refers to the condition in which people accept the idea that the allocation of power is 
as it should be.

 5. T F  Thomas Jefferson believed that, once established, a political system should be changed only in 
unusually dire circumstances.

 6. T F  Even a small tribe, in which decisions are made by group consensus, as long as it exercises 
control over its members, constitutes a state.

 7. T F  In most societies, what laws are passed or not passed depends to a large extent on which 
categories of people have power.

 8. According to the text, the concession speech of the loser in a presidential election is important 
because

 a. it avoids long, drawn-out recounting of ballots.
 b. it makes the loser look like a nice guy in case he decides to run again.
 c. it affi rms the legitimacy of the winner and of the political system as a whole.
 d. it provides a sense of closure for all citizens.

 9. Regardless of his personal abilities or popularity, Charles, Prince of Wales, will become King of 
England when his mother, Elizabeth II, abdicates the throne or dies. This is an example of _____ 
authority.

 a. rational-legal c. traditional
 b. appointive d. charismatic

 10. Establishing durable institutions of government is a problem most likely to arise for rule based on
 a. charismatic authority. c. rational-legal authority.
 b. traditional authority.

 11. Although Ronald Reagan was considered by many to have a magnetic personality and to be a 
symbol of the conservative movement in America, as president, he was nevertheless limited by the 
Constitution and the system of checks and balances established there. Thus, in Weber’s terms, he is 
best thought of as a _____ authority.

 a. legal-rational c. traditional
 b. representative d. charismatic

 12. _____ is the ability to carry out one’s will, even in the face of opposition.
 a. Power c. Force
 b. Politics d. Authority

Government and the State ●

 13. Which of the following is not one of the basic functions of the state?
 a. establishing laws and norms c. protecting against outside threats
 b. ensuring economic stability d. socializing the young

 14. The institutionalized way of organizing power within territorial limits is known as
 a. politics. c. the state.
 b. authority. d. the market.

The Economy and the State ●

 15. T F  In theory, “the invisible hand of the market” means that when all people act in their own self-
interest, the result is of benefi t to the society as a whole.

 16. T F  In socialist societies, luxury goods tend to be expensive, whereas necessities are kept affordable.
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 17. According to Adam Smith, everyone in a society benefi ts most from
 a. competition among producers.
 b. centralized government planning.
 c. local government control of economic processes.
 d. democratic decision making in the workplace.

 18. Which of the following is characteristic of mixed economies?
 a. All economic decisions are made by central planners.
 b. Private property is virtually abolished.
 c. The government intervenes to prevent industry abuses.
 d.  Government planners decide on the best mix of public goods, such as education, and private con-

sumer goods such as televisions.

 19. Marx predicted that, as production expands in capitalist economies
 a. profi ts will decline and wages will fall, leading to revolution.
 b. wages will increase and profi ts will decline, leading to bankruptcy.
 c. profi ts and wages will both increase, leading to infl ation.
 d. profi ts and wages will be become irrelevant as a decent standard of living for all is attained.

 20. In many localities in the United States, primary and secondary schools are public; that is, they are 
provided by and ultimately run by the government. This form of education is an example of

 a. capitalism. c. socialism.
 b. laissez-faire. d. democracy.

 21. Which of the following is one of the basic premises behind capitalism?
 a. Producers attempt to serve the best interests of society as a whole.
 b. Consumers attempt to serve the best interests of society as a whole.
 c. Democratically elected leaders decide what should be produced to meet the needs of the society.
 d. Free markets decide what is produced and for what price.

 22. Marx thought there was an inherent confl ict between the interests of capitalists and the interests of
 a. owners. c. professionals.
 b. consumers. d. workers.

 23. __________ is a mechanism for determining the supply, demand, and price of goods and services 
through consumer choice.

 a. A command economy c. The market
 b. Legal-rational authority d. Representative government

 24. The Federal Communications Commission is supposed to regulate broadcasting in the public interest. 
One FCC commissioner, implying that such regulation was not necessary, said, “The public interest is 
what interests the public.” His statement is most in keeping with

 a. a mixed economy. c. socialism.
 b. laissez-faire capitalism. d. state capitalism.

 25. In politics, people who speak most favorably about the virtues of the market are most likely to support
 a. grocery shopping. c. laissez-faire capitalism.
 b. socialism. d. a command economy.

 26. The U.S. economic system is best described as
 a. laissez-faire capitalism. c. a mixed economy.
 b. democratic socialism. d. a command economy.

 27. Which of the following is a basic principle of socialism?
 a. Everyone should have the essentials before some can have luxury items.
 b. Major decisions should be made by professional economists appointed by the government leaders.
 c.  The government should give the greatest economic rewards to those who contribute the most to the 

society.
 d. Individual freedom cannot exist without economic freedom.
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Types of States ●

 28. T F  Democracy has always been regarded as the best form of government.

 29. T F  There are both capitalist and socialist states that are totalitarian in nature.

 30. T F  Representative government is a form of government in which a select few have all the power.

 31. T F  According to Edward Shils, civilian rule means that no member of the military may hold public 
offi ce.

 32. T F  Democracy can exist only in capitalist societies.

 33. Under democratic socialism
 a. private ownership of means of production is abolished.
 b. taxes are kept low.
 c. the state assumes ownership of strategic industries.
 d. little effort is made to expand social welfare programs or redistribute income.

 34. _____ refers to the principle of limited government.
 a. The invisible hand c. Constitutionalism
 b. Autocracy d. Democracy

 35. A major difference between an autocratic government and a totalitarian government is that under an 
autocratic government

 a. there is less repression of political dissent.
 b. people have more freedom in nonpolitical areas.
 c. there is greater economic planning.
 d. there is more infl uence by the military.

 36. Minimum-wage laws require employers to pay workers at least a certain amount even if workers are 
willing to work for less. The government’s setting wages violates the principle of

 a. the market. c. totalitarianism.
 b. democracy. d. socialism.

 37. Which of the following is not a characteristic of democratic political systems?
 a. majority rule c. direct government by the people
 b. civilian rule d. constitutionalism

 38. Socialists argue that
 a. true democracy is impossible in a capitalist society.
 b. with appropriate modifi cations, capitalism can be democratic.
 c. democracy is just an illusion in any form of society.
 d. socialism and democracy are in theory incompatible.

Functionalist and Confl ict Theory Views of the State ●

 39. T F  Functionalists maintain that the state emerged to manage and stabilize an increasingly complex 
society.

 40. T F  Historical evidence indicates that the earliest legal codes were enacted to protect the property of 
the wealthy.

 41. Confl ict theorists see which of the following as the key to the origin of the state?
 a. the need to coordinate increasingly large and complex societies
 b. the desire of populations to control their own destiny
 c. the nature of human nature, in which some will always dominate others
 d. the elite attempting to take control over surplus production
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 42. One main difference between the functionalist theory and the confl ict theory regarding the origins of 
the state is that confl ict theory emphasizes the idea that

 a. the state arose to deal fairly with confl icts.
 b. the state arose to make life better for all citizens.
 c. the state arose to protect the interests of the powerful.
 d. the state arose to reduce inequalities that could lead to confl ict.

Political Change ●

 43. When the Chinese Communists under Mao Zedong took power in China in 1949, they sought to 
institute an entirely new way of life for their people, transforming politics, economics, and culture. This 
was an example of a

 a. rebellion. c. political disorder.
 b. political revolution. d. social revolution.

 44. One thing that democracies have that dictatorships tend to lack is a mechanism for
 a. dealing with dissent.
 b. protection against foreign powers.
 c. implementing laws and offi cial policies.
 d. institutionalized political change.

 45. The American Revolution is an example of a
 a. rebellion that produced social change. c. revolution that produced social change.
 b. rebellion that produced political change. d. revolution that produced political change.

 46. Rebellions differ from revolutions in that they
 a. do not use force.
 b. question the uses of power but not its legitimacy.
 c. are rarely successful.
 d. attack social but not political issues.

The American Political System ●

 47. T F  Lobbyists are people paid by special-interest groups to attempt to infl uence government policy.

 48. T F  The percentage of women voting is substantially lower than the percentage of men, thus 
accounting for the small percentage of women elected to high public offi ce.

 49. T F  Journalists and the media report the news on politics but have no real political infl uence on their 
own.

 50. T F  Men in the United States are more involved in politics, so they have higher rates of voting than 
do women.

 51. Which of the following groups has the highest rate of voting?
 a. 18-to-20-year-olds
 b. the unemployed
 c. college graduates
 d. those with high school diplomas but no college education

 52. Which of the following statements concerning the political infl uence of Hispanics is correct?
 a. They have virtually no infl uence because of their very low numbers in the electorate.
 b. They have rather little infl uence because many do not vote.
 c.  They have disproportionate infl uence because of their concentration in states with many electoral 

votes.
 d.  They have disproportionate infl uence because of their large numbers and their relatively high rate 

of voter registration.
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 53. Data on members of Congress indicate that they are disproportionately
 a. Hispanic. c. male.
 b. young (under 50). d. intelligent.

Essay Questions ●

 54. Winston Churchill said, “Democracy is the worst form of government except for all those others 
that have been tried.” What’s wrong with democracy? What’s wrong with those other forms of 
government?

 55. Airlines, railways, banks, television and radio stations, medical services, colleges, and important 
manufacturing enterprises are some of the industries run by the state in various democratic socialist 
governments. What are the advantages and disadvantages of having the state run each of these?

CHAPTER 16 POPULATION, THE ENVIRONMENT, AND URBAN 
SOCIETY

Population Dynamics ●

 1. T F  The area of the world with the fastest population growth is China.

 2. T F  The populations of the richer countries of the world (Europe, the United States, Japan, and so on) 
are experiencing what is called exponential growth.

 3. T F  The United States has achieved the lowest infant mortality rate in the world.

 4. T F  The crude death rate is defi ned as the annual number of deaths per 1,000 people in a given 
population.

 5. T F  In most of the wealthier, industrialized countries, population is likely to decrease rather than 
increase.

 6. T F  If two countries have the same crude death rate, their age-specifi c death rates will also be the 
same.

 7. T F  The immigration policies of most countries are based on humanitarian ideals (concern for 
refugees) rather than on economic considerations such as the need for labor.

 8. To avoid a decrease in population, not counting immigration, a country must have a total fertility rate 
of at least

 a. 1.3. c. 3.7.
 b. 2.1. d. 4.0.

 9. Differences in life expectancy among countries are most affected by the rate of
 a. infant mortality. d. heart attacks.
 b. adult disease. e. AIDS.
 c. abortion.

 10. Which of the following exerts the least impact on a country’s population growth or decline?
 a. migration c. fecundity
 b. fertility d. mortality

 11. In the 1930s and 1940s, many African Americans left the South for states in the North and East. This 
movement of a population within a nation’s boundary lines is known as

 a. internal migration. c. migration.
 b. immigration. d. emigration.
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 12. A well-known example of an “age-specifi c death rate” is
 a. war. c. the crude mortality rate.
 b. famine. d. the infant mortality rate.

 13. Fecundity refers to the
 a. physiological ability to bear children.
 b. the number of women of child-bearing age.
 c. actual number of births in a given population.
 d. total number of children a woman in a given society can be expected to bear.

 14. The crude birthrate is the number of births
 a. per 1000 people in the population.
 b. the population over age 21.
 c. the number of women of child-bearing age.
 d. the number of abortions.
 e. the number of pregnancies.

 15. The fertility rate is
 a. the annual l number of births per 1000 women of childbearing age.
 b. the number of births relative to total population.
 c. the number of births relative to the number of abortions.
 d. the average number of children a woman has in her lifetime.
 e. the total number of women who are fertile.

 16. The rapid rates of population growth in the third world in recent decades are largely the result of
 a. sharp rises in birthrates.
 b. sharp improvements in life expectancy.
 c. immigration.
 d. internal migration.

 17. The infant mortality rate refers to
 a. babies who are born dead.
 b. miscarriages before the ninth month of pregnancy.
 c. babies who die within the fi rst year of life.
 d. babies who die before reaching their tenth birthday.

 18. Which continent has the highest rate of population growth?
 a. South America d. Asia
 b. Europe e. North America
 c. Africa

 19. Which area of the world is currently experiencing the lowest population growth?
 a. Africa c. Eastern Europe
 b. Southeast Asia d. South America

Theories of Population ●

 20. T F  Malthus theorized that in most societies, population grows as long as there is a supply of 
available food.

 21. T F  The second demographic transition has occurred primarily in South America.

 22. In Malthus’s terms, which of the following would not be a positive check on population growth?
 a. war
 b. earthquakes and other natural disasters
 c. famine
 d. birth control
 e. None of these; they are all positive checks.
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 23. Malthus lived in England, where he died in 1834. Since then, trends in England’s population
 a. have supported Malthus’s ideas.
 b. have contradicted Malthus’s ideas.
 c. have been irrelevant to Malthus’s ideas.

 24. Karl Marx believed that the source of the population problem was
 a. the sheer number of people in the world.
 b. insuffi cient birthrates to reproduce the working class.
 c. the rise of totalitarian socialist regimes.
 d. industrial capitalist exploitation.

 25. Demographic transition theory is based on changes in
 a. fertility but not mortality.
 b. mortality but not fertility.
 c. both fertility and mortality.
 d. neither fertility nor mortality.

 26. Countries who think their dependency ratio is too high would prefer to have
 a. higher birthrates.
 b. lower death rates.
 c. more young workers.
 d. fewer immigrants.
 e. political independence.

 27. During the fi rst stage of the demographic transition
 a. fertility rates are low, mortality rates are low, and population size is stable.
 b. fertility rates are low, mortality rates are high, and population size is declining.
 c. fertility rates are high, mortality rates are low, and population size is increasing rapidly.
 d. fertility rates are high, mortality rates are high, and population size is stable.

 28. According to the demographic transition theory, the fi rst change sign of a problem is when there is
 a. a decline in population caused by new diseases.
 b. a decline in population caused by family planning.
 c. an increase in population caused by higher birthrates.
 d. an increase in population caused by lower death rates.

 29. The demographic transition eventually leads to the
 a. simultaneous decline in birth and death rates as a country industrializes.
 b. decline in birthrates followed later by decline in death rates as a country industrializes.
 c. decline in death rates followed later by a decline in birthrates as a country industrializes.
 d. rise in death rates followed later by a decline in birthrates as a country industrializes.

 30. Population increases most rapidly in stage _____ of the demographic transition.
 a. 1 c. 3
 b. 2 d. 4

 31. In many underdeveloped countries, according to Tischler, medical advances have cut mortality rates, 
but birthrates have remained high. These countries are in which stage of demographic transition?

 a. fi rst c. third
 b. second d. fourth

 32. The second demographic transition is characterized by
 a. birthrates below replacement
 b. increasing birthrates
 c. increasing death rates
 d. high birthrates and high mortality rates

 33. In countries where a second demographic transition is occurring, governments have begun to institute
 a. pronatalist policies.
 b. preventive checks.
 c. positive checks.
 d. immigration restrictions.
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 34. In the 1970s, environmental predictions by the Club of Rome, Paul Ehrlich, and others were pessimistic 
about the environment and natural resources. According to Tischler, these predictions have, for the 
most part, proved to be

 a. accurate.
 b. inaccurate.
 c. irrelevant.
 d. None of these; it’s too soon to tell.

 35. Optimism about the future of the environment and natural resources looks chiefl y to the effects of
 a. conservation and decreased use. c. religion.
 b. technology. d. birth control.

 36. According to Tischler, most harm to the environment comes from
 a. pollution and consumption in the wealthy, industrialized countries such as the United States.
 b. pollution in the newly industrializing countries such as China.
 c. pollution in the underdeveloped countries.
 d. deforestation in the underdeveloped countries.

Urbanization and Urban Life ●

 37. T F  Cities have existed in one form or another for as long as humans have lived on this planet.

 38. T F  Worldwide, the trend toward increasingly large cities has leveled off, and the growth of cities is 
nowhere near as great as it was from 1900 to 1950,

 39. T F  The vast majority of the homeless people are physically and mentally healthy but too poor to 
afford housing.

 40. In preindustrial cities, the largest social class consisted of
 a. the ruling elite.
 b. a middle class of shopkeepers.
 c. manual laborers.
 d. slaves.

 41. Which of the following is a requirement that had to be met before cities could appear on the social 
landscape?

 a. the development of a factory system of production
 b. the technology to create paved streets
 c. the capacity to produce a surplus of food
 d. social tolerance for people of differing religious views

 42. The world’s fi rst fully developed cities arose in
 a. the Middle East, mostly in what is now Iraq.
 b. East Africa, mostly in what is now Kenya.
 c. coastal China.
 d. England near what is now London.

 43. T F  The concentric zone model is a model of urban development in which distinct, class-identifi ed 
zones radiate out from a central business district.

 44. T F  The multiple-nuclei model of urban development holds that industries locate near one another 
and shape the characteristics of the immediate neighborhood.

 45. T F  Jane Jacobs argued that social control of public behavior and community life in the city take 
place on the level of the block, not the neighborhood.

 46. Which category of persons makes up the largest number of the urban homeless?
 a. the mentally ill
 b. laid off factory workers
 c. displaced minorities
 d. young rural migrants unable to fi nd employment
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 47. _____ refers to the trend in which middle-class young adults move back into poorer, central city areas, 
improving the area but displacing the poor.

 a. urbanization c. exurbanization
 b. gentrifi cation d. second demographic transition

 48. In his book, Urban Villagers, Herbert Gans showed that
 a. city dwellers often participate in strong community cultures.
 b. city life tends to be alienating and lacking in close personal contacts between people.
 c.  the most successful city neighborhoods provided open space where residents could grow their own 

vegetables.
 d. urban community life is possible only in well-to-do neighborhoods.

 49. Which of the following is not a consequence of suburban sprawl?
 a. lower median incomes
 b. increased dependence on automobiles
 c. less effi cient use of land and natural resources
 d. disruption of labor markets for low-income workers

 50. According to Tischler, deinstitutionalization was an important cause of homelessness. He is referring to 
the deinstitutionalization of

 a. prisoners. d. students.
 b. the mentally ill. e. all of the above.
 c. the physically ill.

 51. Hudson and den Boer, in their work on “bare branches,” argue that the increased male–female ratio in 
India and China creates pressures toward more

 a. birth control.
 b. violence.
 c. improved technology.
 d. better Olympic teams.
 e. driving around and not asking for directions.

 52. The United States has a higher birthrate than all of the following except
 a. Italy
 b. Spain
 c. Japan
 d. Canada
 e. None of these; the U.S. birthrate is higher than all of them.

 53. The water in the leading brands of bottled water sold in the United States (Aquafi na and Dasani) 
comes from

 a. municipal tap water.
 b. local mountain springs.
 c. spring water imported from other countries.
 d. desalinated ocean water.

Essay Questions ●

 54. How accurately does Malthus’s theory describe conditions and processes in the poorer, less 
industrialized countries of the world today? Using Marx’s ideas about population, write an essay 
arguing that these countries will not easily move into later stages of the demographic transition.

 55. Generally, we think that choice is a good thing. What are some of the consequences for the individual 
of being able to choose the sex of a child, that is, whether to have a boy or a girl? What are some of 
the consequences for the society?

 56. Why do people from rural areas migrate to cities, and why do those already in cities stay there? What 
advantages and disadvantages are there for the individual, for those who might employ them, and for 
the society as a whole?
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CHAPTER 17 HEALTH AND AGING

The Experience of Illness ●

 1. T F  In the United States, the health care system is primarily concerned with preventing disease before 
it happens.

 2. T F  The sick role is a shared set of cultural norms that legitimates deviant behavior caused by the 
illness.

 3. The concept of the sick role suggests that how we behave when we are ill is determined by
 a. the severity and nature of the medical symptoms.
 b. individual reactions to symptoms.
 c. the norms of our culture.
 d. scientifi cally based medical advice.

 4. According to Tischler, thinking about illness in terms of the sick role emphasizes the importance of
 a. individual perceptions. c. good health habits.
 b. medical care. d. public health projects.

 5. Which of the following is a component of the sick role, according to Parsons?
 a. The sick person is not held responsible for his or her condition.
 b. The sick person may choose whether to follow the advice of doctors.
 c. The sick person must fulfi ll social and work obligations despite the illness.
 d. The sick person may just resign himself to his illness and give up hope.

 6. In 19th-century America, drunks were seen as morally weak. Today, Alcoholics Anonymous and many 
other people defi ne them as being in the grip of a progressive illness. This change is an example of

 a. progress. c. secularization.
 b. ambiguity. d. medicalization.

Health Care in the United States ●

 7. T F  In the United States, on average, women live longer than men.

 8. T F  Women are more likely than men to have psychiatric problems.

 9. T F  In the United States, females have higher death rates from accidents than do males.

 10. T F  The infant mortality rate among African Americans is currently double the rate among whites.

 11. T F  Thanks to improvements in prevention and treatment, hypertension and diabetes are no longer a 
major health problem for African Americans.

 12. T F  Studies of life expectancy show that no matter how you measure or defi ne social class, the lower 
a person’s social class, the shorter his or her life expectancy.

 13. T F  Life expectancy in the United States is longer than in any other country.

 14. T F  The medical care system in the United States features a great deal of mobility among the 
different types of health care providers.

 15. To say the U.S. medical system is “acute, curative, and hospital based” implies that it pays too little 
attention to

 a. science. d. cancer.
 b. serious illness. e. technology.
 c. prevention.
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 16. During the past 110 years, the United States has seen great improvements in medicine. At the same 
time, the life-expectancy gap between women and men is

 a. narrower than it was in 1900.
 b. greater than it was in 1900.
 c. the same than it was in 1900.

 17. One reason that women have, on average, longer lives than men is that
 a. parents take better care of girls than of boys.
 b. they are less likely to die young from nonmedical causes such as accidents and homicides.
 c. they spend more of their income on preventive medical care.
 d. women get diseases at an earlier age and thus build up their immunity.

 18. Women are more likely than men to experience psychological problems in the form of
 a. depression. c. drug abuse.
 b. obsessive-compulsive disorder. d. schizophrenia.

 19. Which of the following countries has the shortest life expectancy?
 a. United States d. Spain
 b. Australia e. Japan
 c. Italy

 20. Which of the following is not a factor in black–white differences in infant mortality and low-weight 
births in the United States?

 a. help from families
 b. access to prenatal care
 c. age of mother
 d. education

 21. Compared with white males, African-American males have higher death rates from all of the following 
except

 a. childhood infectious diseases.
 b. HIV.
 c. homicide.
 d. suicide.
 e. None of these; African-American rates were higher for all of them.

 22. Which of the following groups has the best health profi le?
 a. White Americans c. African Americans
 b. Native Americans d. Asian Americans

 23. The immigrant advantage in health refers to the fact that
 a. U.S. government policy forbids the admission of sick people.
 b. immigrants receive several months of free health care.
 c.  the kind of people who immigrate are healthy, more robust, and more likely to take care of them-

selves.
 d. immigrants tend to locate in healthier areas of the country.

 24. One hundred years ago, the poor health of low-income people was attributed to
 a. moral weakness.
 b. lack of medical care.
 c. pollution and other environmental factors in poor neighborhoods.
 d. hazardous work conditions.

 25. T F  Thanks to medical advances and government programs, in the United States today, the health of 
poor people is, on average, about the same as the health of middle-class people.

 26. T F  The further you have gone in school, the less likely you are to smoke cigarettes.

 27. T F  In the past 30 years, the number of female doctors in the United States has increased faster than 
the number of male doctors.
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 28. Which of the following is not a reason female physicians earn less than male doctors?
 a.  Female physicians are not as competent as male doctors and therefore must serve a less affl uent 

clientele.
 b. The average female physician works fewer hours.
 c. The average female physician is younger and less experienced.
 d. Female physicians are less likely to be in private practice.
 e. Female physicians are concentrated in lower-paying specialties.

 29. In studies comparing patients of male doctors with patients who saw female doctors, who reported 
greater satisfaction with treatment?

 a. patients of male doctors
 b. patients of female doctors
 c. There was no difference; satisfaction depended entirely on the competence of the doctor.

Contemporary Health-Care Issues ●

 30. Which group accounts for the fewest AIDS cases in the United States?
 a. Whites c. Hispanics
 b. African Americans d. Asian Americans

 31. According to current estimates, about how many people in the United States have AIDS?
 a. 500,000 c. ten million
 b. one million d. 50 million

 32. Which of the following groups in the United States has the highest death rate from HIV?
 a. Hispanics
 b. Whites
 c. Blacks
 d. Asians
 e. There are no differences across these three groups in deaths from HIV.

 33. T F  In the United States, most medical bills are paid not directly by the patients themselves but by an 
insurance company or the government.

 34. T F  The American Medical Association has been a leading advocate of national health insurance.

 35. T F  More surgery is performed in the United States than in any other country.

 36. T F  Medicare is a program legislated by Congress to pay the medical bills of people over age 65.

 37. T F  In recent decades, the prevalence of smoking among women has increased while the prevalence 
among men has declined.

 38. In coming years, the greatest pressure on the medical resources of the United States will be caused by
 a. the aging of the baby boomers.
 b. the return of wounded Iraq war veterans.
 c. the closing of some medical schools.
 d. unemployment leading to the loss of health insurance.

 39. Blue Cross and Blue Shield were originally developed to ensure that
 a. everyone had access to affordable health care.
 b. only competent health care professionals provided health services.
 c. physicians and hospitals got paid.
 d. socialized medicine would one day be possible.

 40. Third-party payments are
 a. payments made by insurance or health-care organizations to doctors.
 b. payments to doctors made by patients with a too-active social life.
 c. payments made to doctors by three-person families.
 d. money that patients pay to insurance companies.
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 41. Which of the following countries does not have a national health care system that covers all its 
people?

 a. United States d. Great Britain
 b. Japan e. Italy
 c. France

 42. Making workplaces safer by enforcing rules on toxic chemicals is an example of
 a. medical prevention. c. structural prevention.
 b. behavioral prevention. d. all of these.

 43. Use of the polio vaccine is an example of
 a. medical prevention.
 b. behavioral prevention.
 c. structural prevention.
 d. all of these.

 44. T F  Obesity rates are higher among less-educated Americans than among those with more 
education.

 45. About what percentage of Americans are classifi ed as overweight?
 a. 10% c. 40%
 b. 25% d. More than 50%

The Aging Population ●

 46. T F  For the fi rst time in U.S. history, there are more persons over 65 than teenagers.

 47. T F  The two most common causes of death in America today are AIDS and homicide.

 48. T F  Almost one in fi ve Americans will be 65 or older by 2030.

 49. T F  The largest proportion of Americans over 65 consists of the very old, those aged 85 or older.

 50. T F  Households of people over 65 have a higher net worth than do households of people in the peak 
earning ages of 45–54.

 51. The leading edge of the baby boom consists of people born in
 a. 1936 c. 1956
 b. 1946 d. 1966

 52. African Americans comprise about 13 percent of the total U.S. population. They make up about what 
percentage of the over-65 population?

 a. 8% c. 22%
 b. 13% d. 41%

 53. Among Americans age 65 and older, who is more likely to be married?
 a. men c. Neither; rates are about the same.
 b. women

 54. According to statistics cited by Tischler, about what percentage of marijuana users become addicted 
to it?

 a. 10% c. 50%
 b. 25% d. 75%

Essay Questions ●

 55. We usually think of disease prevention as resting with the individual. Some people make healthy 
choices; others don’t. But structural prevention suggests that forces beyond the control of the 
individual are also important. Explain how these larger forces affect the health of individuals and of the 
society generally.
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 56. Describe an occasion when you were sick, showing how your behavior was shaped not just by your 
own reactions but by the demands of the sick role. What aspects of this role fi t with what you wanted 
to do, and what aspects of the role were in confl ict with your own preferences? How did others try to 
get you to conform to the demands of the sick role?

 57. Write an essay describing how demographic factors affect a person’s health. How do sex, race, age, 
social class, and so on fi gure in the probability of various health outcomes (disease, recovery, death, 
and so on)?

CHAPTER 18 COLLECTIVE BEHAVIOR AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Society and Social Change ●

 1. T F  The U.S. family has changed considerably since 1776—in its numbers, types of relationships, 
functions, and so on—but because no person or group explicitly worked for these changes, they 
do not constitute real social change.

 2. T F  Technology is an important factor in social change. Because so much of U.S. electronic equipment 
is made in Asia, technology in the United States is classifi ed as an external cause of social change.

 3. A set of ideas that justifi es a set of goals and means to those goals is called
 a. norms. c. ideology.
 b. religion. d. mobilization.

 4. In the debate over health care policy in the United States, some opinion leaders warned of the 
dangers of a European-style health care system. Others thought that European countries did a good 
job on health care. Those who opposed the change feared social change caused by

 a. diffusion. c. technological innovation.
 b. forced acculturation. d. social innovation.

 5. Those who opposed changing the health care system were arguing on the basis of
 a. conservative ideology. c. radical ideology.
 b. liberal ideology. d. medical ideology.

 6. Conservative ideologies, according to Tischer, represent an attempt to
 a. change the way the courts work.
 b. change society so as to increase the power of the middle class.
 c. change the laws so as to give people more individual freedom.
 d. prevent things from changing.

 7. The difference between liberal and radical ideologies is that
 a. liberal ideology does not seek change in the basic structures of society.
 b. liberal ideology is always based on technological change.
 c. liberal ideology is always less popular.
 d. liberal ideology usually advocates violence as a means of change.

 8. Missionaries giving steel axes to a Stone Age tribe caused social change because
 a. it undermined the system of status, which had been based on possession of axes.
 b. it enabled the tribe to cut down more trees.
 c. it provided many lethal weapons for angry tribes people.
 d. it decreased the power of women and younger men by giving the chiefs newer and better tools.

 9. A news photo in late 2005 showed an African tribesman standing on the savannah in traditional tribal 
clothes but talking on a cell phone. The photo illustrates

 a. liberal ideology. c. a fad.
 b. diffusion. d. incipiency.
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 10. After World War II, the U.S. forces occupying Japan required Japan to rewrite its constitution to 
produce democratic reforms. This change is an example of

 a. conservative ideology. c. resource mobilization.
 b. forced acculturation. d. McDonaldization.

 11. According to Tischler, cultural forms and ideas usually travel
 a. from more powerful societies to weaker ones.
 b. from weaker societies to more powerful ones.
 c. from less advanced societies to more advanced societies.
 d. from southern regions to northern regions.
 e. None of these; there is no pattern of cultural diffusion.

Crowd Behavior and Social Change ●

 12. A sizeable number of passersby stop to gawk at an auto accident. In sociological terms, this is a(n) 
_____ crowd.

 a. expressive c. conventional
 b. casual d. acting

 13. Students gathering on the lawn of a campus building between classes would be an example of a(n) 
_____ crowd.

 a. expressive c. casual
 b. conventional d. acting

 14. T F  According to Canetti, crowds usually magnify social class and economic differences that already 
exist among their members.

 15. Immediately after a city’s team won a basketball championship, large numbers of people 
spontaneously moved into the streets. What started as a celebration came to include the looting 
of stores, the overturning of cars, and attacks on police who tried to quiet things down. This is an 
example of a change from

 a. an acting crowd to a nasty crowd.
 b. an expressive crowd to an acting crowd.
 c. a threatened crowd to an expressive crowd.
 d. a lonely crowd to an angry crowd.

 16. Which of the following pairs exemplifi es the principal difference between a crowd and a mass?
 a. The people who cheer at football game and those who merely attend
 b. The people who attend a football game and those who watch it on television
 c. The people who play in a football game and those in the stadium
 d. The people who watch a football game on television and those who do not

 17. A principal difference between mass hysteria and panic is that
 a. panic is more likely to result from an actual threat.
 b. panic usually lasts longer.
 c. panic is usually directed by a small number of people.
 d. panic requires better communication among all people involved.

 18. Which of the following is an external source of social change?
 a. technology c. ideology
 b. diffusion d. social inequality

Dispersed Collective Behavior ●

 19. T F  A craze is a fad that is especially short-lived.

 20. T F  Public opinion seeks to mobilize public support behind one specifi c party, candidate, or point of 
view.
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 21. T F  Fads and fashions are transitory and have little social impact.

 22. T F  Because books rely on technology that has been around for fi ve hundred years, they cannot be 
considered to be one of the mass media.

 23. At various times in the past two decades, large numbers of people in a particular part of the country 
claim to have seen Elvis Presley, an entertainer long since deceased. This is an example of

 a. a fad. c. a fashion.
 b. a craze. d. mass hysteria.

 24. Rush Limbaugh, a popular and infl uential radio political commentator, is an example of a(n)
 a. opinion leader. c. reactionary social movement.
 b. mass hysteria. d. fad.

 25. Sociologist Georg Simmel argued that changes in clothing fashions occur because
 a. people have an insatiable desire for novelty.
 b. changes in the physical environment make new types of clothing necessary.
 c. the young feel a constant need to be different from their elders, who also try to look young.
 d.  the upper classes attempt to distinguish themselves from the lower classes, who then try to imitate 

the upper classes.

 26. Tischler notes that wearing blue jeans started among laborers, then grew to include college students, 
and fi nally was picked up by fashion designers who made expensive versions for wealthier customers. 
This growth of the blue jeans market is an example of

 a. radical ideology. c. fad.
 b. mass hysteria. d. diffusion.

 27. Someone yells “Fire!” in a crowded movie theater and people immediately begin a feverish and 
chaotic run for the exits. This is an example of

 a. mass hysteria. c. a rumor.
 b. a panic. d. mobilization.

 28. The difference between crowds and masses of people is that masses
 a. are inherently unstable.
 b. work to resist social change.
 c. do not require close proximity.
 d. consist of people with lower levels of education.

 29. Propaganda is information presented to the public to
 a. prevent the spread of rumors.
 b. evaluate public opinion.
 c. clarify political issues.
 d. deliberately infl uence opinion.

Social Movements ●

 30. T F  When a social movement opens a lobbying offi ce in Washington, D.C., it has reached the 
institutionalization phase.

 31. T F  The idea behind the relative deprivation theory is that whether people feel distressed depends 
on who they compare themselves with.

 32. T F  One fl aw in the theory of relative deprivation is that often the people who protest a situation or 
condition might not be deprived.

 33. In some states in the United States that have experienced an infl ux of Spanish-speaking residents, 
movements have emerged to make English the offi cial state language. These movements are best 
categorized as

 a. reactionary. c. revolutionary.
 b. conservative. d. expressive.
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 34. A study found that given a choice between having $100,000 in a world where most people had 
$50,000 and having $125,000 where most people had $200,000, people usually chose the lower 
income ($100,000) even though it meant that they wouldn’t be able to buy as much stuff. Which of the 
following best explains their choice?

 a. lower preferred income theory
 b. resource mobilization theory
 c. resource maximization theory
 d. relative deprivation theory

 35. When people in the Watts section of Los Angeles rioted in 1964, some people were surprised because 
people in Watts had the houses, cars, televisions, and other material things and a standard of living 
far better than that of middle-class people in many countries of the world. Those who were surprised 
were overlooking the concept of

 a. resource mobilization. c. mass hysteria.
 b. relative deprivation. d. globalization.

 36. According to resource mobilization theory, the crucial factor in the creation and success of social 
movements is

 a. resources. c. dissatisfaction and anger.
 b. automobiles. d. leadership.

 37. A social movement seeks to banish cars from cities so that people will walk and use bicycles. In 
Tischler’s categories, this movement to return to pre-automobile cities would be classifi ed as

 a. reactionary. c. revolutionary.
 b. conservative. d. expressive.

 38. Social movements such as the civil rights movement, which accept most of society’s values but seek 
partial change in the existing social order, are called _____ movements.

 a. expressive c. reactionary
 b. revisionary d. revolutionary

 39. The fi rst stage in the life cycle of social movements, in which the need for change is felt but no means 
for achieving it is readily available, is called

 a. frustration. c. incipiency.
 b. fragmentation. d. institutionalization.

 40. Anti–gun control groups who protect existing opportunities to buy and carry guns are an example of a 
_____ movement.

 a. reactionary c. expressive
 b. conservative d. revisionary

 41. In the 1960s, Timothy Leary encouraged his followers to “turn on, tune in, and drop out”—that is, to 
take drugs, pay attention to their inner reality, and withdraw their energy from the existing society. 
This was an example of a _____ movement.

 a. reactionary c. revisionary
 b. expressive d. revolutionary

 42. The charisma of a leader is especially important during a social movement’s
 a. institutionalization. c. incipiency.
 b. coalescence. d. fragmentation.

 43. At which stage in the life cycle of a social movement does the charisma of its leader or leaders lose a 
great deal of importance?

 a. incipiency c. adolescence
 b. coalescence d. institutionalization

 44. After the environmental movement had become nationally recognized and respected, some 
environmental groups that wanted to adopt violent methods were harshly criticized and rejected by 
those who wanted to use conventional means. This stage of a social movement is called

 a. coalescence. c. fragmentation.
 b. de-coalescence. d. fermentation.



PRACTICE TESTS 555

 45. A social movement that seeks to overthrow all or nearly all of the existing social order and to replace 
it with an order considered to be more suitable is known as a(n) _____ social movement.

 a. reactionary c. revisionary
 b. expressive d. revolutionary

 46. The period in the life cycle of a social movement when groups begin to form around leaders, promote 
policies, and promulgate programs is known as

 a. fragmentation. c. incipiency.
 b. coalescence. d. institutionalization.

 47. Some economists maintain that national economies are disappearing and that business is dominated 
by transnational corporations not fi rmly rooted in any one country. This trend is also known as

 a. incipiency. c. institutionalization.
 b. coalescence. d. globalization.

 48. Columnist Thomas Friedman once observed that “no two countries that both had a McDonald’s had 
fought a war against each other, since each got its McDonald’s.” His observation about the benefi ts of 
open trade among nations lends support to the idea of

 a. globalization. c. coalescence.
 b. forced acculturation. d. technology.

 49. The composition of the U.S. labor force in the next decade will be most infl uenced by changes that 
are

 a. technological. c. demographic.
 b. educational. d. psychological.

Essay Questions ●

 50. Defi ne and give an example of each of the following: fad, craze, fashion, rumor, propaganda, mass 
hysteria, and panic. Briefl y discuss why and under what circumstances each occurs.

 51. What conditions on a college campus might lead to the creation of a social movement? Describe the 
possible life cycle of such a movement. What aspects of a university and its population make it more 
diffi cult for social movements to take root there? What aspects make it easier for social movements to 
arise on campus?
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