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Preface to the sixth edition

t is now 20 years since the first edition of Sociology was published. In 1989,

when the book first came out, some readers of the current edition weren't even
born. That year was a time of dramatic social change, with the end of the Cold
War and the opening up of former Soviet bloc countries. Events such as the
Tiananmen Square massacre in China made headlines worldwide. Throughout
the 1980s, more and more people in the developed world had acquired tuxury
goods such as microwaves and video recorders. Yet at that time the current
pervasiveness of the Internet, email and other digital media in everyday life was
unimaginable. I dictated much of the first edition onto tape, and it was then
typed up on a word processor, a kind of electronic typewriter.

Over the years, consecutive editions have mapped out the myriad changes we
have experienced in the social world, as well as sociologists’ attempts to under-
stand them. This sixth edition has been carefully revised to make sure it takes
account of recent global developments and new ideas in sociology. You'll see
that there is now a chapter dedicated to war and terrorism, as well as substan-
tive new material in the chapters on the media, education, theoretical thinking,
politics and government. Other revisions have been made throughout.

I have all the previous editions of Sociology on my shelves at home, as well as
copies in the multiple languages into which the book has been translated. What
all previous editions of this book have in common is their attempt to help read-
ers see the value of thinking sociologically. I hope this sixth edition will again
serve that purpose.

Students sometimes find sociological ideas and evidence difficult to under-
stand. In part, [ think that’s because sociology demands a concerted attempt to
set aside personal beliefs and opinions when analysing research findings and
theories. In this sense, thinking sociologically involves a profound intellectual
challenge. Most people who study sociology are changed by the experience. The
reason is that sociology offers a different perspective on the world from that
which most people have when they start out in the subject. Sociology helps us
look beyond the immediate contexts of our lives and so helps us understand the
causes of our own actions better. Sociology can also help us change the world for
the better. [ hope you enjoy the book.
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About this book

ne of the things that’s so exciting about sociology is its constant engage-

ment with the ever-changing social world. Events we find hard to make
sense of, or that frighten us — such as climate change or terrorism - are all of
interest to sociologists. My aim in this sixth edition, as in the previous five, has
been to capture the sense of excitement that pervades the very best of sociology,
and to inspire a new generation of sociologists. The book was written in the firm
belief that sociology has a key role to play in modern intellectual culture and a
central place in the social sciences. It does not try to introduce overly sophisti-
cated notions nor does it make a virtue of sociological jargon. Nevertheless,
findings drawn from the cutting edge of the discipline are incorporated
throughout, along with contemporary issues and data. My own work is, of
course, included across the book and ] have referred to it in the first person so
that readers are clear when I am writing about my own contributions to the field.
I have also included the views of my critics where necessary. [ hope it is not a
partisan treatment; as usual [ endeavoured to cover the major perspectives in
sociology and the major findings of contemporary research in an even-handed,
though not indiscriminate, way.

Major themes

The book is constructed around a number of basic themes, each of which helps
to give the work a distinctive character. One central theme is that of social
change. Sociology was born of the transformations that wrenched the industri-
alizing social order of the West away from the ways of life characteristic of
preceding societies. The world created by these changes is the primary concern
of sociological analysis. The pace of social change has continued to accelerate,
and it is possible that we stand on the threshold of transitions as significant as
those that occurred in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Sociology
has prime responsibility for charting the transformations that have taken place
in the past and for grasping the major lines of development taking place today.
Asecond, connected, theme of the book is the globalizing of social life. For too
long, sociology has been dominated by the view that societies can be studied as
independent entities. But even in the past, societies never really existed in isola-
tion. In the contemporary world, we can see a clear acceleration in processes of
global integration. The emphasis on globalization also connects closely with the
weight given to the interdependence of the industrialized and developing worlds
today. The book’s first edition, published in 1989, broke new ground in
discussing the impact of globalization, an examination of which was only just
beginning, even in the more technical areas of the discipline. Since then the
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debate about globalization has intensified, while globalization itself has
advanced much further, as have some of the changes in information technology
associated with it.

Third, the book adopts a strongly comparative stance. Sociology cannot be
taught solely by understanding the institutions of one particular society and the
discussions contain a rich varicty of materials drawn from across the world. The
book continues to cover developing countries as well as the industrialized ones
and in this way, it contributes to the globalization of sociology. Given the close
connections that now mesh societies across the world with one another, and the
virtual disappearance of traditional social systems, sociology and anthropology
are becoming increasingly indistinguishable.

A fourth theme is the necessity of taking an historical approach to sociology.
This involves more than just filling in the historical context within which events
occur. One of the most important developments in sociology over the past few
years has been an increasing emphasis on historical analysis. This should be
understood not solely as applying a sociological outlook to the past, but as a way
of contributing to our understanding of institutions in the present. Recent work
in historical sociology is discussed throughout and provides a framework for the
interpretations offered within most of the chapters.

Fifth, particular attention is given throughout the text to issues of gender. The
study of gender is ordinarily regarded as a specific field within sociology as a
whole - and this volume contains one chapter that specifically explores think-
ing and research on the subject. However, questions about gender relations are
so fundamental to sociological analysis today that they cannot simply be
considered a subdivision. Thus, many chapters contain sections concerned
with issues of gender.

A sixth theme is the micro and macro link. In many places in the book, I show
that interaction in micro-level contexts affects larger social processes and that
such macro-level processes influence our day-to-day lives. Social situations can
be better understood by analysing them at both the micro and macro levels.

A final theme is the relation between the social and the personal. Sociological
thinking is a vital help to self-understanding, which in turn can be focused back
on an improved understanding of the social world. Studying sociology should
be aliberating experience that enlarges our sympathies and imagination, opens
up new perspectives on the sources of our own behaviour and creates an aware-
ness of cultural settings different from our own. In so far as sociological ideas
challenge dogma, teach the appreciation of cultural variety and provide insights
into the working of social institutions, the practice of sociology enhances the
possibilities of human freedom.

New features

The sixth edition incorporates arange of new features, all designed to help make
the book more engaging, support students’ learning, and to stretch their socio-
logical imaginations. First, throughout the book you'll now find Classic Studies
boxes. These are intended to introduce students to some of sociology’s most
influential research. I have tried to pick examples which have had a big impact
in the field, and which will engage or provoke readers. The selections are not
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definitive, exhaustive or comprehensive, but are illustrative of key problems or
concerns, The Classic Studies may date from the early days of sociology or be
relatively recent, as sheer age does not define them. Instead, the studies are
chosen for the deep-seated influence they’ve had on subsequent research, be it
methodologically, theoretically, empirically, or a mixture of these. Above all, 1
have tried to choose examples that will inspire students, and help them to
appreciate the many possibilities opened up by thinking sociologically.

Second, the interactivity of the text has been increased to reflect the growing
focus in education on student-centred learning. In all the chapters you’ll find a
series of new boxes labeled Thinking Critically. These can be seen as ‘stopping
off’ points where the reader is encouraged to reflect on what they've been read-
ing, before coming back to pick up the thread. The notion of ‘critical’ thinking
may seem irrelevant to those who see sociology as an inherently critical disci-
pline. However, the questions posed often require the reader to be critical not
only of political dogma or social practices, but also of sociology and sociological
debates themselves. In this sense, ‘thinking critically’ serves as a useful
reminder that a constantly critical approach extends to all ideas — including my
own and the so-called ‘classics’ I discussed earlier! I strongly recommend that
readers work through these boxes as part and parcel of getting the most from the
book.

Third, many more boxed sections have been included. Numerous lecturers
and students have found these very helpful in previous editions and have
requested more. To this end, in addition to the Classic Studies already
mentioned, the book now features two more styles of box. Global Society boxes
reflect the increasingly global frame of reference within which sociologists work,
and will hopefully encourage students to orientate themselves globally when
thinking of even the most apparently local or domestic issues. Boxes labelled
Using your Sociological Imagination often contain quirky or arresting material,
designed to illustrate or expand themes found in the main body of the text. They
finish with a series of questions on the material featured, providing another
opportunity to stimulate students’ critical thinking.

In addition, the number of terms in the glossary has been expanded. Terms
included in the glossary are highlighted in a different colour in the text. Further
readings are annotated for the first time in this edition, so readers can make a
more informed choice about what they choose to read. At the end of each chap-
ter Summary points bring readers back to the main points of each chapter - a
way of checking understanding, and to reinforce the key messages of each chap-
ter. Internet linkshave been included again, but this time with explicit guidance
on why each site is being recommended.

In addition to the Internet links, the book is also designed to be used in
conjunction with the extensive material on its own website: www.polity.co.uk/
giddens. Both lecturers and students will find a wealth of resources to aid further
research into the themes explored throughout the book, and to support
students’ learning.
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Organization of the book

here is not much abstract discussion of socjological concepts in the book.

Instead, I have sought to illustrate ideas, concepts and theories by means of
concrete examples. While these are usually taken from sociological research, I
have quite often used material from other sources (such as newspaper reports)
for illustrative purposes. I have tried to keep the writing style as simple and
direct as possible, whilst also endeavouring to make the book a good read. The
overall aim is to create a fairly seamless narrative throughout each chapter and
indeed the book as a whole.

The chapters follow a sequence designed to help achieve a progressive
mastery of the different fields of sociology, but [ have taken care to ensure that
the book can be used flexibly and is easy to adapt to the needs of teachers, which
are necessarily diverse. Chapters can be ignored or studied in a different order
without much loss as each one has been written as a fairly autonomous unit,
with substantial cross-referencing to relevant chapters.
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e live today - in the first decade of the twenty-first century — in a world

that is intensely worrying, yet full of the most extraordinary promise
for the future. It is a world marked by rapid changes, deep conflicts, tensions
and social divisions, as well as by increasing concerns about the destructive
impact of human societies on the natural environment. Yet we also have new
opportunities for controlling our destiny and shaping our lives for the better
that would have been unimaginable to earlier generations.
How did this world come about? Why are our conditions of life so different
from those of our parents and grandparents? What directions will societies take

in the future? If you have ever asked yourself such questions, then consider



& | WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?

yowrself a novice sociologist. These ques-
tions are the prime concern of sociology, a
field of study that consequently has a funda-
mental role to play in modern intellectual
life.

Socicology is the scientific study of
human life, social groups, whole societies
and the human world as such. It is a
dazzling and compelling enterprise, as its
subject-matter is our own behaviour as
social beings. The scope of sociology is
extremely wide, ranging from the analysis of
passing encounters between individuals on
the street to the investigation of interna-
tional relations and global forms of terror-
ism.

Most of us see the world in terms of the
familiar features of our own lives — family,
friendships and work. But sociology
demonstrates the need to take a much
broader view of our own lives in order to
explain why we act as we do. Tt teaches us
that what we regard as natural, inevitable,
good or true may not be so, and that things
we take for granted are strongly influenced
by historical events and social processes.
Understanding the subtle yet complex and

profound ways in which our individual
lives reflect the contexts of our socjal expe-
rience is basic to the sociological outlook.

The sociologiéal
imagination

Learning to thii:k sociologically — looking,
in other words, at the broader view—means
cultivating our imagination. Studying
sociology is not just a routine process of
acquiring knowledge. A sociologist is
someone who is able to break free from the
immediacy of personal circumstances and
put things into a wider context. Doing
sociological work depends on what the
American author C. Wright Mills, in a
famous phrase, called the sociological
imagination (Mills 1970).

Tlie sociological imagination requires
us, above all, to ‘think ourselves away’ from
the familiar routines of our daily lives in
order to look at them anew. Consider the
simple act of drinking a cup of coffee. What
could we find to say, from a sociological
point of view, about such an apparently

Getting
together
with friends
for coffee is
partofa
social ritual.




uninteresting piece of behaviour? An enormous
amount.

We could point out, first of all, that coffee is not
just a refreshment. It has symbolic value as part of
our day-to-day social activities. Often the ritual
associated with coffee-drinking is much more
important than the simple act of consuming the
drink. For many Westerners, the morning cup of
coffee stands at the centre of a personal routine. It is
an essential first step to starting the day. Morning
coffee is often followed later in the day by coffee
with others - the basis of a social, notjust individual,
ritual. Two people who arrange to meet for coffee
are probably more interested in getting together
and chatting than in what they actually drink. In all
societies, drinking and eating provide occasions for
social interaction and the enactment of rituals — and
these offer a rich subject matter for sociological
study.

Second, coffee is a drug that contains caffeine,
which has a stimulating effect op the brain. Many

people drink coffee for the ‘extra lift’ it provides.
Long days at the office or late nights studying are
made more tolerable by regular coffee breaks.
Coffee is a habit-forming substance, but coffee
addicts are not normally regarded by most people in
Western cultures as ‘drug-users’. Like alcohol, coffee
is a socially acceptable drug, whereas marijuana, for
instance, is not. Yet there are societies that tolerate
the consumption of marijuana or even cocaine, but
frown on both coffee and alcohol. Sociologists are
interested in why these differences exist and how
they came about.

Third, an individual who drinks a cup of coffee is
caught up in a complicated set of social and
econaomic relationships stretching right across the
world. Coffee is a product that links people in some
of the wealthiest and most impoverished parts of
the planet: it is consumed in great quantities in
wealthy countries, but is grown primarily in poor
ones. Next to oil, coffee is the most valuable
commodity in international trade; it provides many
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Eighteenth-century coffee houses were
centres of gossip and political intrigue for
British social elites.

countries with their largest source of foreign
exchange. The production, transportation
and distribution of coffee require continu-
ous transactions between people thousands
of miles away from the coffee drinker.
Studying such global transactions is an
important task of sociology, since many
aspects of our lives are now affected by
worldwide social influences and communi-
cations.

Fourth, the act of sipping a coffee
presumes a long process of social and

economic development. Along with other
famjliar items of Western diets - like tea,
bananas, potatoes and white sugar - coffee
became widely consumed only from the late
1800s, though it was fashionable amongst
the elite before then. Although the drink
originated in the Middle East, its mass
consumption dates from the period of West-
ern expansion some two centuries ago.
Virtually all the coffee we drink today comes
from areas such as South America and
Africa that were colonized by Europeans; it
is in no sense a ‘natural’ part of the Western
diet. The colonial legacy has had an enor-
mous impact on the development of the
global coffee trade.

Fifth, coffee is a product that lies at the
heart of contemporary debates about glob-
alization, international fair trade, human
rights and environmental destruction. As
coffee has grown in popularity, it has
become ‘branded’ and politicized; the deci-
sions that consumers make about what kind
of coffee to drink and where to purchase it
have become lifestyle choices. People may
choose to drink only organic coffee,
decatfeinated coffee or coffee that has been
‘fairly traded’ through schemes that pay the
full market price to small producers in
developing countries. They may opt to
patronize ‘independent’ coffee houses,
rather than ‘corporate’ coffee chains such as
Starbucks. Coffee-drinkers might decide to
boycott coffee from countries with poor
human rights and environmental records.
Sociologists are interested to understand
how globalization heightens people’s
awareness of issues occurring in distant
corners of the planet and prompts them to
act on new knowledge in their own lives. For
sociologists, the apparently trivial act of
drinking coffee could hardly be more inter-
esting.

Studying people and society

Adopting a sociological imagination allows
us to see that many events which appear to
concern only the individual actually reflect



larger issues. Divorce, for instance, may be a
very difficult process for someone who
goes through it - what Mills calls a ‘personal
trouble’. But divorce is also a significant
‘public issue’ in many societies across the
world. In Britain, over a third of all
marriages end in divorce within ten years.
Unemployment, to take another example,
may be a personal tragedy for anyone who
loses their job and is unable to find another.
Yet it goes far beyond a matter of private
despair when millions of people in a society
are in the same situation: it is a public issue
expressing large social trends.

Try to apply a sociological imagination to
your own life. [tisnotnecessary to think only
of troubling events. Consider, for instance,
whyyou are turning the pages of this book at
all - why did you decide to study sociology?
You could be a reluctant sociology student,
taking the course only to fulfil the degree
requirement fora future career. Oryou might
just be enthusiastic to find out more about
your society and the subject of sociology.
Whatever your motivation, you are likely to
have a good deal in common, without neces-
sarily knowing it, with others who also study
sociology. Your private decision reflects your
position within the wider society.

Do the following characteristics apply to
you? Are you young? White? From a profes-
sional or white-collar background? Have
you done, or do you still do, some part-time
work to boost your income? Do you want to
find a good job when you finish your educa-
tion, but are not especially dedicated to
studying? Do you not really know what soci-
ology is, but think it has something to do
with how people behave in groups? More
than three-quarters of you will answer ‘yes’
to all these questions. University students
are not typical of the population as a
whole, but tend to be drawn from more
privileged social backgrounds. And their
attitudes usually reflect those held by
friends and acquaintances. The social back-
grounds from which we come have a great
deal to do with what kinds of decision we
think appropriate.

What is Sociology?

Did some or none of the characteristics
above apply to you? You might come from a
minority-group background or from one of
poverty. You may be someone in mid-life or
older. All the same, further conclusions
probably follow. You are likely to have had to
struggle to get where you are; you might
have had to overcome hostile reactions
from friends and others when you told them
you were intending to go to college; or you
might be combining higher education with
full-time parenthood.

Although we are all influenced by the
social contexts in which we find ourselves,
none of us is completely determined in our
behaviour by those contexts. We possess,
and create, our own individuality. It is the
business of sociology to investigate the
connections between what society makes of
us and what we make of ourselves and soci-
ety. Our activities both structure - give
shape to - the social world around us and, at
the same time, are structured by that social
world. The concept of social structure is an
important one in sociology. It refers to the
fact that the social contexts of our lives do
not consist of random assortments of events
or actions; they are structured, or patterned,
in distinct ways. There are regularities in the
ways we behave and in the relationships we
have with one another.

- But social structure is not like a physical
structure, such as a building, which exists
independently of human actions. Human
societies are always in the process of
structuration. They are reconstructed at
every moment by the very ‘building blocks’
that compose it — human beings like you
and me. Consider again the case of coffee.
A cup of coffee does not automatically
arrive in your hands. You choose to go to a
particular coffee shop and you choose
whether to drink a latte or an espresso. As
you make these decisions, along with
millions of other people, you shape the
market for coffee and affect the lives of
coffee producers living perhaps thousands
of miles away on the other side of the
world.
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The development of
sociological thinking

When they first start studying sociology,
many students are puzzled by the diversity
of approaches they encounter. Sociology
has never been a discipline in which there is
a body of ideas that everyone accepts as
valid, though there have been times when
some theories have been more widely
accepted than others. Sociologists often
quarrel amongst themselves about how to
study human behaviour and how research
results should best be interpreted. Why
should this be so? Why can sociologists not
agree with one another more consistently,
as natural scientists seem able to do? The
answer is bound up with the very nature of
our subject-matter. Sociology is about our

own lives and our own behaviour and study-
ing ourselves is the most complex and
difficult endeavour we can undertake.

Theories and theoretical
perspectives

Trying to understand something as complex
as the impact of industrialization on soci-
eties, for example, raises the importance of
theory to sociology. Factual research shows
how things occur; but sociology does not
just consist of collecting facts, however
important and interesting they may be. For
example, it is a fact that I bought a cup of
coffee this morning, that it cost a certain
amount of money and that the coffee beans
used to make it were grown in Central Amer-
ica. But in sociology we also want to know

In this painting by Brueghel, there are a large number of people engaged in a range of often
bizarre activities. The painting at first seems to make little sense. However, its title,
Netherlandish Proverbs, helps explain its meaning: this picture shows more than 100 proverbs
that were common when it was painted in the sixteenth century. In the same way, sociologists
need theory as a context to help make sense of their observations.




why things happen, and in order to do so we
have to learn to construct explanatory theo-
ries. For instance, we know that industrial-
ization has had a major influence on the
emergence of modern societies, but what
are the origins of and preconditions for
industrialization? Why do we find differ-
ences between societies in their industrial-
ization processes? Why is industrialization
associated with changes in forms of
criminal punishment or in family structures
and marriage systems? To answer such
questions, we have to develop theoretical
thinking. '

Theories involve constructing abstract
interpretations that can be used to explain a
wide variety of empirical or ‘factual’ situa-
tions. A theory about industrialization, for
example, would be concerned with identify-
ing the main features that processes of
industrial development share in common
and would try to show which of these are of
importance in explaining industrial devel-
opment. Of course, factual research and
theories can never be completely separated.
We can only develop valid theoretical expla-
nations if we are able to test them by means
of factual research.

We need theories to help us make sense of
the many facts that we find. Contrary to
popular assertion, facts do not speak for
themselves. Many sociologists do work
primarily on factual research, but unless
they are guided by some knowledge of
theory, their work is unlikely to be able to
explain the complexity of societies. This is
true even of research carried out with
strictly practical objectives in mind.

Many ‘practical people’ tend to be suspi-
cious of theorists and may like to see them-
selves as too ‘down to earth’ to have to pay
any attention to more abstract ideas. Yet all
practical decisions have some theoretical
assumptions lying behind them. The
manager of a business, for example, might
have scant regard for ‘theory’. Nonetheless,
every approach to business activity involves
theoretical assumptions, even if these
remain unstated. Thus, the manager might
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assume that employees are motivated to
work hard mainly by money - the level of
wages they receive. This is an underlying
theoretical interpretation of human behav-
iour, though it is also a mistaken one, as
research in industrial sociology tends to
demonstrate.

Without a theoretical approach, we
would not know what to look for when
beginning a study or when interpreting our
results at the end of the research. However,
the illumination of factual evidence is not
the only reason for the prime position of
theory in sociology. Theoretical thinking
must respond to general problems posed by
the stndy of human social life, including
issues that are philosophical in nature.
Deciding the extent to which sociology
should be modelled on the natural sciences
and how we should best conceptualize
human consciousness, action and institu-
tions are problems that do not have easy
solutions. They have been handled in differ-
ent ways in the various theoretical
approaches that have developed within the
discipline. This chapter will introduce soci-
ology’s founders and describe the way they
theorized about modern societies; chapter
3, ‘Theories and Perspectives in Sociology’,
provides a more up-to-date overview of the
development of sociological theorizing over
the course of the twentieth and into the
twenty-first century.

Founders of sociology

We human beings have always been curious
about the sources of our own behaviour, but
for thousands of years our attempts to
understand ourselves relied on ways of
thinking passed down from generation to
generation, often expressed in religious
terms. For example, before the rise of
modern science, many people believed that
gods or spirits were the cause of natural
events such as earthquakes and other natu-
ral disasters. Although writers from earlier
periods provided insights into human
behaviour, the systematic study of society is
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Auguste Comte (1798-1857).

a relatively recent development, whose
beginnings date back to the late 1700s and
early 1800s. The background to the origins
of sociology lies in the series of sweeping
changes ushered in by the French Revolu-
tion and the mid-eighteenth-century
Industrial Revolution in Euwrope. The shat-
tering of traditional ways of life wrought by
these changes resulted in the attempts of
thinkers to understand and explain how
they had come about and what their conse-
quences were likely to be. To do this, schol-
ars were led to develop new understandings
of both the social and the natural worlds.
One key development was the use of
science instead of religion to understand
the world. The type of questions that
nineteenth-century thinkers sought to
answer — What is human nature? Why is

society structured the way it is? How and
why do societies change? — are much the
same as those that sociologists try to answer
today. However, our modern world is radi-
cally different from that of the past and it is
sociology’s task to help us understand this
world and what the future is likely to hold.

Auguste Comte

No single individual can found a whole field
of study and there were many contributors
to early sociological thinking. However,
particular prominence is usually given to
the French author Auguste Comte
(1798-1857), if only because he actually
invented the word ‘sociology’. Comte had
originally used the rerm ‘social physics’ to
describe the new field, but some of his intel-
lectual rivajs at the time were also using that
term. Comte wanted to distinguish his own
ideas from theirs, so he coined the term
‘sociology’ to describe the subject he wished
to establish.

Comte’s thinking reflected the turbulent
events of his age. The French Revolution of
1789 had significantly changed French soci-
ety, while the spread of industrialization
was altering the traditional lives of the
population. Comte sought to create a
science of society that could explain the
laws of the social world just as natural
science explained the functioning of the
physical world. Although Comte recognized
that each scientific discipline has its own
subject-matter, he argued that studying the
latter could be done using the same
common logic and scientific method aimed
at revealing universal laws. Just as the
discovery of laws in the natural world allows
us to control and predict events around us,
so uncovering the laws that govern human
society could help us shape our destiny and
improve the welfare of humanity. Comte
argued that society conforms to invariable
laws in much the same way that the physical
world does.

Comte’s vision for sociology was for it to
become a ‘positive science’. He wanted soci-
ology to apply the same rigorous scientific



methods to the study of society that physi-
cists and chemists use to study the physical
world. Positivism holds that science should
be concerned only with observable entities
that are known directly to experience. On
the basis of careful observations, one can
infer laws that explain the relationship
between the observed phenomena. By
understanding the causal relationships
between events, scientists can then predict
how future events will occur. A positivist
approach to sociology aims for the produc-
tion of knowledge about society based on
empirical evidence drawn from observa-
tion, comparison and experimentation.

Comte's law of three stages claims that
human efforts to understand the world have
passed through theological, metaphysical
and positive stages. In the theological stage,
thinking was guided by religious ideas and
the belief that society was an expression of
God’s will. In the metaphysical stage, which
came to the forefront around the time of the
Renaissance, society came to be seen in
natural, not supernatural, terms. The posi-
tive stage, ushered in by the discoveries and
achievements of Copernicus, Galileo and
Newton, encouraged the application of
scientific techniques to the social world. In
keeping with this view, Comte regarded
sociology as the last science to develop -
following on from physics, chemistry and
biology — but also as the most significant
and complex of all the sciences.

In thelatter part of his career, Comte drew
up ambitious plans for the reconstruction of
French society in particular and for human
societies in general, based on his sociologi-
cal viewpoint. He urged the establishment
of a 'religion of humanity’ that would aban-
don faith and dogma in favour of a scientific
grounding. Sociology would be at the heart
of the new religion. Comte was keenly aware
of the state of the society in which he lived;
he was concerned with the inequalities
being produced by industrialization and the
threat they posed to social cohesion. The
long-term solution, in his view, was the
production of a new moral consensus that
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would help to regulate, or hold together,
society, despite the new patterns of inequal-
ity. Although Comte’s vision for the recon-
struction of society was never realized, his
contribution to systematizing and unifying
the science of society was important to the
later professionalization of sociology as an
academic discipline.

Emile Durkheim

The writings of another French sociologist,
Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), have had a
more lasting impact on modern sociology
than those of Comte. Although Durkheim
drew on aspects of Comte’s work, he
thought that many of his predecessor’s
ideas were too speculative and vague and
that Comte had not successfully carried out
his programme - to establish sociology on a
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scientific basis. Durkheim saw sociology as
a new science that could be used to eluci-
date traditional philosophical questions by
examining them in an empirical manner.
Like Comte before him, Durkheim argued
that we must study social life with the same
objectivity as scientists study the natural
world. His famous first principle of sociol-
ogy was ‘Study social facts as things!" By this,
he meant that social life could be analysed
as rigorously as objects or events in nature.

Durkheim’s writings spanned a broad
spectrum of topics. Three of the main
themes he addressed were the importance
of sociology as an empirical science, the rise
of the individual and the formation of a new
social order, and the sources and character
of moral authority in society. We will
encounter Durkheim'’s ideas again in our
discussions of sociological theories, reli-
gion, deviance and crime, and work and
economic life.

For Durkheim, the main intellectual
concern of sociology is the study of social
facts. Rather than applying sociological
methods to the study of individuals, sociol-
ogists should instead examine social facts —
aspects of social life that shape our actions
as individuals, such as the state of the econ-
omy or the influence of religion. Durkheim
argued that societies have a reality of their
own - that there is more to society than
simply the acdons and interests of its indi-
vidual members. According to Durkheim,
social facts are ways of acting, thinking or
feeling that are external to individuals and
have their own reality outside the lives and
perceptions of individual people. Another
attribute of social facts is that they exercise
a coercive power over individuals. The
constraining nature of social facts is often
not recognized by people as coercive. This is
because people generally comply with
social facts freely, believing they are acting
out of choice. In fact, Durkheim argues,
people often simply follow patterns that are
general to their society. Social facts can
constrain human action in a variety of ways,
ranging from outright punishment (in the

case of a crime, for example) to social rejec-
tion (in the case of unacceptable behaviour)
to simple misunderstanding (in the case of
the misuse of language).

Durkheim conceded that social facts are
difficult to study. Because they are invisible
and intangible, social facts cannot be
observed directly. Instead, their properties
must be revealed indirecdy by analysing
their effects or by considering attempts that
have been made at their expression, such as
laws, religious texts or written rules of
conduct. In studying social facts, Durkheim
stressed the importance of abandoning
prejudices and ideology. A scientific attitude
demands a mind which is open to the
evidence of the senses and free of precon-
ceived ideas which come from outside.
Durkheim held that scientific concepts
could only be generated through scientific
practice. He challenged sociologists to
study things as they really are and to
construct new concepts that reflect the true
nature of social things.

Like the other founders of sociology,
Durkheim was preoccupied with the
changes transforming society in his own
lifetime. He was particularly interested in
social and moral solidarity — in other words,
what holds society together and keeps it
from descending into chaos. Solidarity is
maintained when individuals are success-
fully integrated into social groups and are
regulated by a set of shared values and
customs. In his first major work, The Divi-
sion of Labour in Society, Durkheim
presented an analysis of social change that
argued that the advent of the industrial era
meant the emergence of a new type of soli-
darity (Durkheim 1984 [1893]). In making
this argument, Durkheim contrasted two
types of solidarity, mechanical and organic,
and related them to the division of labour —
the growth of distinctions between different
occupations.

According to Durkheim, traditional
cultures with a low division of labour are
characterized by mechanical solidarity.
Because most members of the society are



involved in similar occupations, they are
bound together by common experience and
shared beliefs. The strength of these shared
beliefs is repressive - the community swiftly
punishes anyone who challenges conven-
tional ways of life. In this way, there is little
room for individual dissent. Mechanical
solidarity, therefore, is grounded in consen-
sus and similarity of belief. The forces
of industrialization and urbanization,
however, led to a growing division of labour
that contributed to the breakdown of this
form of solidarity. Durkheim argued that the
specialization of tasks and the increasing
social differentiation in advanced societies
would lead to a new order featuring organic
solidarity. Societies characterized by
organic solidarity are held together by
people’s economic interdependence and
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their recognition of the importance of
others’ contributions. As the division of
labour expands, people become increas-
ingly dependent upon one another, because
each person needs goods and services that
those in other occupations supply. Relation-
ships of economic reciprocity and mutual
dependency come to replace shared beliefs
in creating social consensus.

Yet, processes of change in the modern
world are so rapid and intense that they give
rise to major social difficulties. They can
have disruptive effects on traditional
lifestyles, morals, religious beliefs and
everyday patterns without providing clear
new values. Durkheim linked these unset-
tling conditions to anomie: feelings of
aimlessness, dread and despair provoked by
modern social life. Traditional moral
controls and standards, which used to be
supplied by religion, are largely broken
down by modern social development, and
this leaves many individuals in modern
societies feeling that their daily lives lack
meaning.

One of Durkheim’s most famous studies
was concerned with the analysis of suicide
(see Classic Studies 1.1 below). Suicide
seems to be a purely personal act, the
outcome of extreme personal unhappiness.
Durkheim showed, however, that social
factors exert a fundamental influence on
suicidal behaviour, anomie being one of
these influences. Suicide rates show regular
patterns from year to year and these
patterns must be explained sociologically.

Karl Marx

The ideas of Karl Marx (1818-83) contrast
sharply with those of both Comte and
Durkheim, but, like them, he sought to
explain the changes that were taking place
in society during the time of the Industrial
Revolution. As a young man, Marx’s political
activities brought him into conflict with the
German authorities; after a brief stay in
France, he settled permanently in exile in
Britain. Marx witnessed the growth of facto-
ries and industrial production, as well as the
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(o EEL TN IEES B E Durkheim’s study of suicide rates

The research problem

One of the most unsettling aspects of our lives is
the phenomenon of suicide, which often leaves
those left behind with more questions than
answers. Why do some people decide to take
their own hives? Where do the pressures they
experience actually come from? One of the early
sociological classics which explores the
relationship between the individual and society
1s Emile Durkheim's analysis of suicide rates,
Suicide: A Study in Soclology (Durkheim 1952
[1897]). Even though people see themselves as
individuals exercising free will and choice, their
behaviours are often socially patterned and
shaped and Durkheim's study showed that even
a highly personal act like suicide 1s influenced
by what happens in the social world.

Research had been conducted on suicide
prior to Durkheim's study, but he was the first to
nsist on a sociological explanation. Previous
writers had acknowledged the influence of some
social factors on suicide, but generally resorted
to race, climate or mental disorder to explain an
individual’s likelihood of committing suicide.

According to Durkheim, though, suicide was a
social fact that could only be explamed by
other social facts. The suicide rate was more
than simply the aggregate of individual suicides
—1f was a phenomenon with patterned
properties. Suicide rates, for example, vary
widely across the world’s societies (see figure
1.1).

In examining official suicide statistics in
France, Durkheim found that certain categories
of people were more likely to commit suicide
than others. He discovered, for example, that
there were more suicides amongst men than
amongst women, more Protestants than
Catholics, more wealthy than poor, and more
single people than married people. Durkheim
also noted that suicide rates tended to be lower
during times of war and higher during times of
economic change or instability Why should this
be so?

Durkheim’s explanation
These findings led Durkheim to conclude that
there are social forces external to the individual
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which affect suicide rates. He related his
explanation to the idea of social solidarity and to
two types of bonds within society — social
Integration and social regulation. Durkheim
argued that people who were strongly integrated
into social groups, and whose desires and
aspirations were regulated by social norms,
were less likely to commit suicide. He identified
four types of suicide, in accordance with the
relative presence or absence of integration and
regulation.

1. Egoistic suicides are marked by low
Integration in society and occur when an
individual is isolated, or when his or her ties
to a group are weakened or broken. For
example, the low rates of suicide amongst
Catholics could be explained by their strong
social community, while the personal and
moral freedom of Protestants mean that they
‘stand alone' before God. Marriage protects
against suicide by integrating the individual
Into a stable social relationship, while single
people remain more isolated within society.
The lower suicide rate during wartime,
according to Durkheim, can be seen as a sign
of heightened social integration in the face of
an external enemy.

2. Anomic suicide is caused by a lack of social
regulation. By this, Durkheim was referring to
the social conditions of anomie when people
are rendered normless’ as a result of rapid
change or Instability in soclety. The loss of a
fixed point of reference for norms and desires
—such as in times of economic upheaval or in
personal struggles like divorce - can upset
the balance between people's circumstances
and thelr desires.

3. Altruistic suicide occurs when an individual is
‘overintegrated’ — social bonds are too strong
— and values society more than him- or
herself. In such a case, suicide becomes a
sacrifice for the ‘greater good'. Japanese
kamikaze pilots or Islamic ‘suicide bombers'
are examples of altruistic suicides. Durkheim
saw these as characteristic of trachticnal
socleties where mechanical solidarity prevails.

What is Sociology? 1 z

4, The final type of suicide is fatalistic suicide.
Although Durkheim saw this as of litle
contemporary relevance, he believed that it
results when an individual 1s overregulated
by society. The oppression of the individual
results in a feeling of powerlessness before
fate or society.

Suicide rates vary between societies but show
regular patterns within socleties over time.
Durkheim took this as evidence that there are
consistent social forces that influence suicide
rates. An examination of suicide rates reveals
how general social patterns can be detected
within individual actions.

Critical points

Since the publication of Suicide, many objections
have been raised to Durkheim’s study,
particularly in relation to his uncritical use of
official statistics, his dismissal of non-social
mmfluences on suicide and his insistence in
classifying all types of suicide together. Some
critics have also shown that it is vitally important
to understand the social process involved in
collecting data on suicides, as coroners’
definitions and criteria influence the number of
deaths actually recorded as ‘suicides’. Because
of this, suicide statistics may be highly variable
across societies, not necessarily because of
differences in suicidal behaviour, but because of
different practices used by coroners in recording
unexplained deaths.

Contemporary significance

Nonetheless, despite such legitimate criticisms,
Durkheim'’s study remains a classic. It helped to
establish sociology as a discipline with its own
subject — the study of social facts — and his
fundamental argument in his book on suicide
retains its force: that to grasp fully even the
apparently most personal act of suicide
demands a sociological explanation rather than
simply one rooted in the exploration of personal
motivation.
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resulting inequalities. His interest in the
European labour movement and socialist
ideas were reflected in his writings, which
covered a diversity of topics. Most of his
work concentrated on economic issues, but
since he was always concerned to connect
economic problems to socijal institutions,
his work was, and remains, rich in sociolog-
ical insights. Even his sternest critics regard
his work as important in the development of
sociology.

Capitalism and class struggle

Though he wrote about various phases of
history, Marx concentrated primarily on
change in modern times. For him, the most
important changes were bound up with the
development of capitalism. Capitalism is a
system of production that contrasts radi-
cally with all previous economic systems,
involving as it does the production of goods
and services sold to a wide range of
consumers. Marx identified two main
elements within capitalist enterprises. The
first is capital — any asset, including money,
machines or even factories, that can be used
or invested to make future assets. The accu-
mulation of capital goes hand in hand with
the second element, wage-labour. Wage-
labour refers to the pool of workers who do
not own the means of their livelihood but
who must find employment provided by the
owners of capital. Marx argued that those
who own capital - capitalists — form a ruling
class, while the mass of the population
make up a class of waged workers — a work-
ing class. As industrialization spread, large
numbers of peasants who used to support
themselves by working the land moved to
the expanding cities and helped to form
an urban-based industrial working class.
This working class is also referred to as the
proletariat.

According to Marx, capitalism is inher-
ently a class system in which class relations
are characterized by conflict. Although
owners of capital and workers are each
dependent on the other - the capitalists
need labour and the workers need wages -

the dependency is highly unbalanced. The
relationship between classes is an exploita-
tive one, since workers have littde or no
control over their labour and employers are
able to generate profit by appropriating the
product of workers’ labour. Marx saw that
class conflict over economic resources
would become more acute with the passing
of time.

Social change;: the materialist conception
of history

Marx’s viewpoint was grounded in what he
called the materialist conception of
history. According to this view, it is not the
ideas or values which human beings hold
that are the main sources of social change;
rather, social change is prompted primarily
by economic influences. Conflicts between
classes provide the motivation for historical
development - they are the ‘motor of
history’. As Marx wrote at the beginning of
The Communist Manifesto, ‘The history
of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles’ (Marx and Engels
2001 {1848]). Although Marx focused most
of his attention on capitalism and modern
society, he also examined how societies had
developed over the course of history.
According to him, social systems make a
transition from one mode of production to
another — sometimes gradually, sometimes
through revolution - as a result of contra-
dictions in their economies. He outlined a
progression of historical stages that began
with primitive communist societies of
hunters and gatherers and passed through
ancient slave-owning systems and feudal
systems based on the division between
landowners and serfs. The emergence of
merchants and craftspeople marked the
beginning of a commercial or capitalist
class that came to displace the landed
nobility. In accordance with this view of
history, Marx argued that, just as the capi-
talists had united to overthrow the feudal
order, so too would the capitalists be
supplanted and a new order installed:
communisim.



Marx theorized the inevitability of a work-
ers’ revolution which would overthrow the
capitalist system and usher in a new society
in which there would be no classes - no
large-scale divisions between rich and poor.
He did not mean that all inequalities
between individuals would disappear.
Rather, society would no longer be split into
a small class that monopolizes economic
and political power and the large mass of
people who benefit little from the wealth
their work creates. The economic system
would come under communal ownership,
and a more humane society than we know at
present would be established. Marx argued
that, in the society of the future, production
would be more advanced and efficient than
production under capitalism.

Marx’s work had a far-reaching effect on
the twentieth-century world. Until only a
generation ago, more than a third of the
earth’s population lived in societies, such as
the Soviet Union and the countries of East-
ern Europe, whose governments claimed to
derive their inspiration from Marx’s ideas.

Max Weber

Like Marx, Max Weber (pronounced
‘veybur’) (1864-1920) cannot simply be
labelled a sociologist; his interests and
concerns ranged across many areas. Born in
Germany, where he spent most of his
academic career, Weber was an individual of
wide learning. His writings covered the
fields of economics, law, philosophy and
comparative history, as well as sociology.
Much of his work was also concerned with
the development of modern capitalism and
the ways in which modern society was
different from earlier forms of social organ-
ization. Through a series of empirical
studies, Weber set forth some of the basic
characteristics of modern industrial soci-
eties and identified key sociological debates
that remain central for sociologists today.
In common with other thinkers of his
time, Weber sought to understand the
nature and causes of social change. He was
influenced by Marx but was also strongly
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critical of some of Marx’s major views. He
rejected the materialist conception of
history and saw class conflict as less signifi-
cant than did Marx. In Weber's view,
economic factors are important, but ideas
and values have just as much impact on
social change. Weber’s celebrated and much
discussed work, The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism (1992 [1904-5]),
proposes that religious values - especially
those associated with Puritanism - were of
fundamental importance in creating a
capitalistic outlook. Unlike other early
sociological thinkers, Weber argued that
sociology should focus on social action,
not social structures. He argued that human
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motivation and ideas were the forces
behind change - ideas, values and beliefs
had the power to bring about transforma-
tions. According to Weber, individuals have
the ability to act freely and to shape the
future. He did not see, as did Durkheim and
Marx, that structures existed external to or
independent of individuals. Rather, struc-
tures in society were formed by a complex
interplay of actions. It was the job of sociol-
ogy to understand the meanings behind
those actions.

Some of Weber’s most influential writ-
ings reflected this concern with social
action in analysing the distinctiveness of
Western society as compared with other
major civilizations. He studied the religions
of China, India and the Near East, and in
the course of these researches made major
contributions to the sociology of religion.
Comparing the leading religious systems in
China and India with those of the West,
Weber concluded that certain aspects of
Christian beliefs strongly influenced the
rise of capitalism. He argued that the capi-
talist outlook of Western societies did not
emerge, as Marx supposed, only from
economic changes. In Weber’s view,
cultural ideas and values help shape soci-
ety and our individual actions.

An important element in Weber’s socio-
logical perspective was the idea of the ideal
type. Ideal types are conceptual or analyti-
cal models that can be used to understand
the world. In the real world, ideal types
rarely, if ever, exist - often only some of their
attributes will be present. These hypotheti-
cal constructions can be very useful,
however, as any situation in the real world
can be understood by comparing it to an
ideal type. In this way, ideal types serve as a
fixed point of reference. It is important to
point out that by ‘ideal’ type Weber did not
mean that the conception was a perfect or
desirable goal. Instead, he meant that it was
a ‘pure’ form of a certain phenomenon.
Weber utilized ideal types in his writings on
forms of bureaucracy and economic
markets.

Rationalization

In Weber’s view, the emergence of modern
society was accompanied by important
shiftsin patterns of social action. He saw that
people were moving away from traditional
beliefs grounded in superstition, religion,
custom and long-standing habit. Instead,
individuals were increasingly engaging in
rational, instrumental calculations that took
into account efficiency and the future conse-
quences of their actions. In industrial soci-
ety, there was little room for sentiment and
for doing things simply because they had
been done that way for generations. The
development of science, modern technology
and bureaucracy was described by Weber
collectively asrationalization - the organiza-
tion of social and economic life according to
the principles of efficiency and on the basis
of technical knowledge. If, in traditional
societies, religion and long-standing
customs largely defined people’s attitudes
and values, modern society was marked by
therationalization of more and more areas of
life, from politics to religion to economic
activity.

InWeber's view, the Industrial Revolution
and the rise of capitalism were evidence of
the larger trend towards rationalization.
Capitalism is not dominated by class con-
flict, as Marx argued, but by the rise of
science and bureaucracy: large-scale
organizations. Weber saw the scientific
character of the West as one of its most
distinctive features. Bureaucracy, the only
way of organizing large numbers of people
effectively, expands with economic and
political growth. Weber used the term
‘disenchantment’ to describe the way in
which scientific thinking in the modern
world had swept away the forces of senti-
mentality from the past.

Weber was not entirely optimistic about
the outcome of rationalization, however,
He was fearful that the spread of modern
bureaucracy to all areas of life would
imprison us in a ‘steel-hard cage' from
which there would be little chance of



USING YOUR SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

1.1 Neglected founders of sociology?
Although Comte, Durkheim, Marx and Weber
are, without doubt, foundational figures in
sociology, there were some in the same period
and others from earlier times whose
contributions should also be taken mto
account. Soclology, like many academic fields,
has not always lived up to its ideal of
acknowledging the importance of every
thinker whose work has intrinsic merit. Very
few women or members of racial minorities
were given the opportunity to become
professional sociologists during the 'classical’
period of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In addition. the few who
were given the opportunity to do sociological
research of lasting importance have frequently
been neglected. Important scholars like
Harriet Martmeau and the Muslim scholar Ibn
Khaldun have attracted the aftention of
sociologists In recent years.

Harriet Martineau (1802-76)
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Harnet Martineau has been called the 'first woman
sociologist’, but, like Marx and Weber, cannot be
thought of simply as a sociologist. She was born
and educated in England and was the author of
more than 50 books, as well as numerous essays.
Martineau 1s now credited with infroducing
sociology to Britain through her translation of
Comte's founding treatise of the field, Posifive
Philosophy (see Rossi 1973). In addition, Martineau
conducted a first-hand, systematic study of
American society during her extensive travels
throughout the United States in the 1830s, which is
the subject of her book Society in America
(Martineau 1962 [1837]). Martineau is significant to
sociologists today for several reasons.

First, she argued that when one studies a society,
one must focus on all its aspects, including key
political, religious and social institutions. Second,
she insisted that an analysis of a society must
include an understanding of women's lives. Third,
she was the first to turn a sociological eye on
previously ignored issues, including marriage,
children, domestic and religious life, and race
relations, As she once wrote: ‘The nursery, the
boudoir, and the kitchen are all excellent schools in
which to learn the morals and manners of a people’
(1962 [1831]). Fmally, she argued that sociologists
should do more than just observe; they should also
act in ways to benefit a soclety. As a result,
Martineau was an active proponent of both
women's rghts and the emancipation of slaves.

Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406)

The Mushm scholar Ibn Khaldun was born in what
15 today Tunisia and 1s famous for his historical,
sociological and political economic studies. [bn
Khaldun wrote many books, the most widely known
of which is a six-volume work, the Mugaddimah
(‘Introduction'), completed in 1378. This is viewed
by some scholars today as essentially an early
foundational work of sociology (see Alatas 2006).
The Mugaddimah criticized existing historical
approaches and methods as dealing only with
description, claiming instead the discovery of a
new 'science of social organization’ or 'science of
soclety’, capable of getting at the underlyimg
meaning of events.
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Ibn Khaldun devised a theory of social conflict
based on understanding the central characteristics
of the 'nomadic’ and ‘'sedentary’ societies of his
time. Central fo this theory was the concept of
‘group feeling’ or sohdarity (asabiyyah). Groups
and societies with a strong group feeling were able
to dominate and control those with weaker forms of
Internal solidarity. Ibn Khaldun developed these
1deas in an attempt to explain the rise and decline
of Maghribian and Arab states, and in this sense he
may be seen as studying the process of state-
formation — itself a mam concern of modern,
Western historical sociology. Nomadic Bedouin
tribes tended towards a very strong group feeling,
which enabled them to overrun and dominate the
weaker sedentary town-dwellers and establish new
dynasties. However, the Bedouin then became
settled into more urbanized lifestyles and their
previously strong group feeling and miltary force
diminished, thus leaving them open to attack from
external enemies once again. This completed a
long cycle in the rise and declne of states.
Although Western historians and sociologists of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
referred to Ibn Khaldun'’s work, only in very recent
years have they again come to be seen as

potentially significant. Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406).

scape. Bure tic domination, although

gscape. Sureavierate corination, & 110ug THINKING CRITICALLY )
based on rational principles, could crush _

the human spirit by attempting to regulate What factors might account for the

neglect of Harriet Martineau'’s
sociological work on marriage,
children and the domestic life of
women in the nineteenth century? Why
do you think Ibn Khaldun’s fourteenth-
century ideas are finding a new
audience at the start of the twenty-first

all spheres of social life. He was particularly
troubled by the potentially suffocating and
dehumanizing effects of bureaucracy and
its implications for the fate of democracy.
The seemingly progressive agenda of the
eighteenth-century Age of Enlightenment,
of scientific progress, increasing wealth and

happiness produced by rejecting traditional N century? Y,

customs and superstitions, also had a dark

side with new dangers. eties in which they lived. They wanted to do
more than simply depict and interpret the

Modern theoretical approaches momentous events of their time, however.

They all looked to develop ways of studying
The early sociologists were united in theit  the social world that could explain how
desire to make sense of the changing soci-  societies functioned and what were the



causes of social change. Yet, as we have seen,
Durkheim, Marx and Weber employed very
different approaches in their studies. For
example, where Durkheim and Marx
focused on the strength of forces external to
the individual, Weber took as his point of
departure the ability of individuals to act
creatively on the outside world. Where Marx
pointed to the predominance of economic
issues, Weber considered a much wider
range of factors to be significant. Such
differences in approach have persisted
throughout the history of sociology. Even
when sociologists agree on the subject of
analysis, they often undertake that analysis
from different theoretical positions.

The three recent theoretical approaches
examined below - functionalism, the confl-
ict approach and symbolic interactionism —
have connections with Durkheim, Marx and
Weber respectively. Throughout this book,
you will encounter arguments and ideas
that draw upon and illustrate these theoret-
ical approaches.

In chapter 3,'Theories and Perspectives
in Sociology’, we return to the major
theoretical approaches in more detail and
examine the development of sociological
theory during the twentieth century.

Functionalism

Functionalism holds that society is a
complex system whose various parts work
together to produce stability and solidarity.
Accordingto this approach, the discipline of
sociology should investigate the relation-
ship of parts of society to each other and to
society as a whole. We can analyse the reli-
gious beliefs and customs of a society, for
example, by showing how they relate to
other institutions within it, for the different
parts of a society develop in close relation to
one another.

To study the function of a social practice
or institution is to analyse the contribution
which that practice, or institution, makes to
the continuation of society. Functionalists,
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including Comte and Durkheim, have often
used an organic analogy to compare the
operation of society to that of a living organ-
ism. They argue that the parts of society
work together, just as the various parts of
the human body do, for the benefit of soci-
ety as a whole. To study a bodily organ like
the heart, we need to show how it relates to
other parts of the body. By pumping blood
around the body, the heart plays a vital role
in the continuation of the life of the organ-
ism. Similarly, analysing the function of a
social item means showing the part it plays
in the continued existence and health of a
society.

Functionalism emphasizes the impor-
tance of moral consensus, in maintaining
order and stability in society. Moral consen-
sus exists when most people in a society
share the same values. Functionalists regard
order and balance as the normal state of
society - this social equilibrium is grounded
in the existence of a moral consensus
among the members of society. For
instance, Durkheim argued that religion
reaffirms people’s adherence to core social
values, thereby contributing to the mainte-
nance of social cohesion.

Until the 1960s, functionalist thought was
probably the leading theoretical tradition in
sociology, particularly in the United States.
Talcott Parsons (1902-79) and Robert K.
Merton (1910-2003), who each drew exten-
sively on Durkheim, were two of its most
prominent adherents. Merton’s version of
functionalism has been particularly influen-
tial. Merton distinguished between manifest
and latent functions. Manifest functions are
those known to, and intended by, the parti-
cipants in a specific type of social activity.
Latent functions are consequences of that
activity of which participants are unaware.
To illustrate this distinction, Merton used
the example of a rain dance performed by
the Hopi Tribe of Arizona and New Mexico.
The Hopi believe that the ceremony will
bring the rain they need for their crops
(manifest function). This is why they organ-
ize and participate in it. But the rain dance,
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Merton argued, using Durkheim’s theory of
religion, also has the effect of promoting the
cohesion of the Hopi society (latent func-
tion). A major part of sociological explana-
tion, according to Merton, consists in
uncovering the latent functions of social
activities and institutions.

Merton also distinguished between func-
tions and dysfunctions. To look for the
dysfunctional aspects of social behaviour
means focusing on features of social life that
challenge the existing order of things. For
example, it is mistaken to suppose that
religion is always functional - that it
contributes only to social cohesion. When
two groups support different religions or
even different versions of the same religion,
the result can be major social conflicts,
causing widespread social disruption. Thus,
wars have often been fought between reli-
gious communities — as can be seen in the
struggles between Protestants and
Catholics in European history.

In recent years, the popularity of func-
tionalism has begun to wane, as its limita-
tions have become apparent. While this was
not true of Merton, many functionalist
thinkers (Talcott Parsons is an example)
unduly stressed factors leading to social
cohesion at the expense of those producing
division and conflict. The focus on stability
and order means that divisions or inequali-
ties in society — based on factors such as
class, race and gender - are minimized.
There is also less emphasis on the role of
creative social action within society. Many
critics have argued that functional analysis
attributes to societies social qualities that
they do not have. Functionalists often wrote
as though societies have ‘needs’ and
‘purposes’, even though these concepts
make sense only when applied to individual
human beings.

Conflict perspectives

Like functionalists, sociologists employing
conflict theories emphasize the impor-
tance of structures within society. They also
advance a comprehensive ‘model’ to

explain how society works. However, con-
flict theorists reject functionalism’s
emphasis on consensus. Instead, they
highlight the importance of divisions in
society. In doing so, they concentrate on
issues of power, inequality and struggle.
They tend to see society as composed of
distinct groups pursuing their own inter-
ests. The existence of separate interests
means that the potential for conflict is
always present and that certain groups
will benefit more than others. Conflict
theorists examine the tensions between
dominant and disadvantaged groups
within society and seek to understand how
relationships of control are established and
perpetuated.

An influential approach within conflict
theory is Marxism, named after Karl Marx,
whose work emphasized class conflict.
Numerous interpretations of Marx's major
ideas are possible, and there are today
schools of Maixist thought that take very
different theoretical positions. In all of its
versions, Marxism differs from most other
traditions of sociology in that its authors see
it as a combination of sociological analysis
and political reform. Marxism is supposed
to generate a programme of radical political
change.

However, not all conflict theories take a
Marxist approach. Some conflict theorists
have also been influenced by Weber. A good
example is the contemporary German soci-
ologist Ralf Dahrendorf (1929-). In his now
classic work, Class and Class Conflict in
Industrial Society (1959), Dahrendorf argues
that functionalist thinkers only consider
one side of society - those aspects of social
life where there is harmony and agreement.
Just as important, or more so, are areas
marked by conflict and division. Contflict,
Dahrendorf says, comes mainly from differ-
ent interests that individuals and groups
have. Marx saw differences of interest
mainly in terms of classes, but Dahrendorf
relates them more broadly to authority and
power. In all socicties there is a division
between those who hold authority and



those who are largely excluded from it -
between rulers and ruled.

Symbolic interactionism

The work of the American social philoso-
pher G. H. Mead (1863-1931) had an impor-
tant influence on sociological thought, in
particular through a perspective called
symbolic interactionism. Symbolic inter-
actionism springs from a concern with
language and meaning. Mead claims that
language allows us to become self-
conscious beings - aware of our own indi-
viduality and able to see ourselves from the
outside as others see us. The key element in
this process is the symbol. A symbol is
something that stands for something else.
For example, words that we use to refer to
certain objects are in fact symbols which
represent what we mean. The word ‘spoon’
is the symbol we use to describe the utensil
that we use to eat soup. Non-verbal gestures
or forms of communication are also
symbols. Waving at someone or making a
rude gesture has symbolic value. Mead
argued that humans rely on shared symbols
and understandings in their interactions
with one another. Because human beings
live in a richly symbolic universe, virtually
all interactions between human individuals
involve an exchange of symbols.

Symbolic interactionism directs our
attention to the detail of interpersonal inter-
action and how that detail is used to make
sense of what others say and do. Sociologists
influenced by symbolic interactionism
often focus on face-to-face interaction in
the contexts of everyday life. They stress the
role of such interaction in creating society
and its institutions. Max Weber was an
important indirect influence on this theo-
retical approach because, although he
acknowledged the existence of social struc-
tures —such as classes, parties, status groups
and others - he held that these structures
were created through the social actions of
individuals.

While the symbolic interactionist
perspective can yield many insights into the

What is Sociology?

nature of our actions in the course of day-to-
day soctal life, it has been criticized for
ignoring the larger issues of power and
structure within society and how they serve
to constrain individual action.

One classic example of symbolic interac-
tionism that does take into account the
issues of power and structure in our society
is Arlie Hochschild’s The Managed Heart:
Commercialization of Human Feeling
(1983). Hochschild, a sociology professor at
the University of California, observed train-
ing sessions and carried out interviews at
Delta Airlines’ Stewardess Training Center in
Atlanta in the USA. She watched flight atten-
dants being trained to manage their feelings
as well as learning other skills. Hochschild
recalled the comments of one instructor, a
pilot, at the training sessions: ‘Now gixls, I
want you to go out there and really smile’, the
pilot instructed. “Your smile is your biggest
asset. ] want you to go out there and use it.
Smile. Really smile. Really lay it on.’

Through her observations and inter-
views, Hochschild found that as Western
economies have become increasingly based
on the delivery of services, the emotjonal
style of the work we do needs to be under-
stood. Her study of ‘customer service’ train-
ing amongst flight attendants might feel
familiar to anyone who has worked in the
service industry before, perhaps in a shop,
restaurant or bar. Hochschild calls this
training in ‘emotional labour’ - labour that
requires that one manages one's feelings in
order to create a publicly observable (and
acceptable) facial and body display. Accord-
ing to Hochschild, the companies you work
forlay claim not only to your physical move-
ments, but also to your emotions. They own
your smile when you are working.

Hochschild’s research opened a window
on an aspect of life that most people think
they understand, but which needed to be
understood at a deeper level. She found that
service workers — like physical labourers -
often feel a sense of distance from the
particular aspect of themselves that is given
up in work. The physical labourer’s arm, for
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In many service industries, people's management of the public display of their emotions has
become a key part of their skills training.

example, might come to feel like a piece of
machinery, and only incidentally a part of
the person moving it. Likewise, service
workers often told Hochschild that their
smiles were on them but not of them. In
other words, these workers felt a sense of
distance from their own emotions. This is
interesting when we consider the fact that
emotions are usually thought of as a deep
and personal part of ourseltves.
Hochschild’s book is an influential appli-
cation of symbolic interactionism and
many other scholars have built on her ideas.
Although she conducted her research
within one of the world’s most developed
‘service economies’ - the United States -
Hochschild’s findings are applicable to
many societies in the present age. Service
jobs are expanding rapidly in countries
around the world, demanding that more
and more people engage in ‘emotional

labour’ at the workplace. In some cultures,
such as amongst the Inuit of Greenland,
where there is not the same tradition of
public smiling as there is in Western Europe
and North America, training in emotional
labour has proved to be a sormewhat difficult
task. In these countries, employees in serv-
ice jobs are sometimes required to take part
in special ‘smiling training sessions’ not so
different from the ones attended by Delta
Airlines stewardesses.

Theoretical thinking in sociology

So far in this chapter we have been
concerned with theoretical approaches,
which refer to broad, overall orientations to
the subject-matter of sociology. However,
we can draw a distinction between the theo-
retical approaches discussed above and
actual theories. Theories are more narrowly



focused and represent attempts to explain
particular social conditions or types of
event. They are usually formed as part of the
process of research and in turn suggest
problems to which research investigations
should be devoted. An example would be
Durkheim’s theory of suicide, referred to
earlier in this chapter.

Many theories have been developed in
the many different areas of research in
which sociologists work. Sometimes theo-
ries are very precisely set out and are even
occasionally expressed in mathematical
form — although this is more common in
other social sciences (especially economtics)
than in sociology.

Some theories are also much more
encompassing than others. Opinions vary
about whether it is desirable or useful for
sociologists to concern themselves with
very wide-ranging theoretical endeavours.
Robert K. Merton (1957), for example,
argued forcefully that sociologists should
concentrate their attention on what he calls
‘theories of the middle range’. Rather than
attempting to create grand theoretical
schemes (in the manner of Marx, for
instance), we should be concerned with
developing theories that are more modest.

Middle-range theories are specific
enough to be directly tested by empirical
research, yet sufficiently general to cover a
range of different phenomena. A case in
point is the theory of relative deprivation.
This theory holds that the way people eval-
uate their circumstances depends on whom
they compare themselves to. Thus, feelings
of deprivation do not conform directly to
the level of material poverty that people
experience. A family living in a small home
in a poor area, where everyone is in more or
less similar circumstances, is likely to feel
less deprived than a family living in a similar
house in a neighbourhood where the major-
ity of the other homes are much larger and
the other people more affluent.

It is indeed true that the more wide-
ranging and ambitious a theory is, the more
difficult it is to test empirically. Yet there

What is Sociology? |

seems no obvious reason why theoretical
thinking in sociology should be confined to
the ‘middle range’

Assessing theories, and especially theo-
retical approaches, in sociology is a chal-
lenging and formidable task. Theoretical
debates are, by definition, more abstract
than controversies of a more empirical kind.
The fact that sociology is not dominated by
a single theoretical approach might seem to
be a sign of weakness in the subject, but
thisisnot the case. The jostling of rival theo-
retical approaches and theories is an
expression of the vitality of the sociological
enterprise. In studying human beings -
ourselves — theoretical variety rescues us
from dogma and stagnation. Human behav-
iour is complicated and many-sided, and it
is very unlikely that a single theoretical
perspective could cover all of its aspects.
Diversity in theoretical thinking provides a
rich source of ideas that can be drawn on in
research and which stimulate the imagina-
tive capacities so essential to progress in
sociological work.

Levels of analysis: microsociology
and macrosociology

One important distinction between the
different theoretical perspectives we have
discussed in this chapter involves the level
of analysis at which each is directed. The
study of everyday behaviour in situations
of face-to-face interaction is usually called
microsocioclogy. Macrosociology is the
analysis of large-scale social systems, like
the political system or the economic
order. It also includes the analysis of long-
term processes of change, such as the
development of industrialism. At first
glance, it might seem that microanalysis
and macroanalysis are distinct from one
another. In fact, the two are closely
connected (Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel
1981; Giddens 1984).

Macroanalysis is essential if we are to
understand the institutional background of
daily life. The ways in which people live their
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everyday lives are greatly affected by the
broader institutional framework, as is obvi-
ous when the daily cycle of activities of a
culture like that of the medieval period s
compared with life in an industrialized
urban environment. In modern societies,
we are constantly in contact with strangers.
This contact may be indirect and imper-
sonal. However, no matter how many indi-
rect or electronic relations we enter into
today, even in the most complex societies,
the presence of other people remains
crucial. While we may choose just to send an
acquaintance an email message, we can
also choose to fly thousands of miles to
spend the weekend with a friend.

Micro-studies are in turn necessary for
illuminating broad institutional patterns.
Face-to-face interaction is clearly the main
basis of all forms of social organization, no
matter how large scale. Suppose we are
studying a business corporation. We could
understand much about its activities simply
by looking at face-to-face behaviour. We
could analyse, for example, the interaction
of directors in the boardroom, people work-
ing in the various offices, or the workers on
the factory tloor. We would not build up a
picture of the whole corporation in this way,
since some of its business is transacted
through printed materials, letters, the tele-
phone and computers. Yet we could
certainly contribute significantly to under-
standing how the organization works.

Of course, people do not live their lives as
isolated individuals, nor are their lives
completely determined by national states.
Sociology tells us that our everyday life is
lived in families, social groups, communi-
ties and neighbourhoods. At this level - the
meso (or ‘middle’) level of society — it is
possible to see the influences and effects of
both micro- and macro-level phenomena.
Many sociological studies of specific local
communities deal with the macrosociologi-
cal impact of huge social changes, such as
industrialization and economic globaliza-
tion. But they also explore the way that indi-
viduals, groups and social movements cope

with such changes and attempt to turn
them to their advantage. For example, when
the UK government decided to reduce the
role of coal in its energy policy in the 1980s,
the impact was disastrous for many tradi-
tional mining communities, as people’s
livelihoods were threatened by large-scale
unermployment (Waddington et al. 2001).
Mining communities initially organized to
protest against the policy, but, when this
eventually failed, many individual miners
retrained to find work in other industries.
Such studies of the community-level of
social life can provide a window through
which to observe and understand the inter-
action of micro- and macro-levels of society
and much applied work in sociology takes
place at this meso level of social reality.

In later chapters, we will see further
examples of how interaction in micro-
contexts affects larger social processes, and
how macro-systems in turn influence more
confined settings of social life.

Why study sociology?

Sociology has several practical implications
for our lives, as C. Wright Mills emphasized
when developing his idea of the sociological
imagination. First, sociology gives us an
awareness of cultural differences that allows
us to see the social world from many
perspectives. Quite often, if we properly
understand how others live, we also acquire
a better undcerstanding of what their prob-
lems are. Practical policies that are not based
on an informed awareness of the ways of life
of people they affect have little chance of
success. For example, a white social worker
operating in a predominantly Latin Ameri-
can community in South London will not
gain the confidence of its members without
developing a sensitivity to the differences in
social experience between members of
different groups in the UK.

Second, sociological research provides
practical help in assessing the results of
policy initiatives. A programme of practical



reform may simply fail to achieve what its
designers sought or may produce unin-
tended consequences of an unfortunate
kind. For instance, in the years following the
Second World War, large public housing
blocks were built in city centres in many
countries. These were planned to provide
high standards of accommodation for low-
income groups from slum areas and offered
shopping amenities and other civic services
nearby. However, research later showed that
many people who had moved from their
previous dwellings to large apartment
blocks felt isolated and unhappy. High-rise
apartment blocks and shopping centres in
poorer areas often became dilapidated and
provided breeding grounds for muggings
and other violent crimes.

Third, and in some ways this is the most
important, sociology can provide us with
self-enlightenment - increased self-
understanding. The more we know about
why we act as we do and about the overall
workings of our society, the more likely we
are to be able to influence our own futures.
We should not see socjology as assisting only
policy-makers — that is, powerful groups —in
making informed decisions. Those in power
cannot be assumed always to consider the
interests of the less powerful or underprivi-
leged in the policies they pursue. Self-
enlightened groups can often benefit from
sociological research by using the informa-
tion gleaned to respond in an effective way
to government policies or form policy initia-
tives of their own. Self-help groups like Alco-
holics Anonymous and social movements
like the environmental movement are exam-
ples of social groups that have directly
sought to bring about practical reforms, with
some degree of success.

Finally, it should be mentioned that many
sociologists concern themselves directly
with practical matters as professionals.
People trained in sociology are to be found
as industrial consultants, researchers,
urban planners, social workers and person-
nel managers, as well as in many other jobs.
An understanding of society can also help
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for future careers in law, journalism, busi-
ness and health professions.

There is often a connection between
studying sociology and the prompting of
social conscience. Should sociologists
themselves actively advocate and agitate for
programmes of reforim or social change?
Some argue that sociology can preserve its
intellectual independence only if sociolo-
gists are studiously neutral in moral and
political controversies. Yet are those schol-
ars who remain aloof from current debates
necessarily more impartial in their assess-
ment of sociological issues than others? No
sociologically sophisticated person can be
unaware of the inequalities that exist in the
world today. It would be strange if sociolo-
gists did not take sides on political issues,
and it would be illogical to try to ban them
from drawing on their expertise in so doing.

In this chapter, we have seen that sociol-
ogy is a discipline in which we often set
aside our personal view of the world in order
to look more carefully at the influences that
shape our lives and those of others. Sociol-
ogy emerged as a distinct intellectual
endeavour with the development of
modern societies, and the study of such
societies remains a central concern.
However, in an increasingly interconnected
global world, sociologists must increasingly
take a similarly global view of their subject-
matter if they are properly to understand
and explain it. Of course, sociologists
remain preoccupied with a broad range of
issues about the nature of social interaction
and human societies in general.

As we will see in chapter 3, Theories and
Perspectives in Sociology, the central prob-
lems that exercise sociologists change along
with the societies they aim to explore and
understand. During the period of the disci-
pline’s classical founders, the central prob-
lems included social class conflict, wealth
distribution, the alleviation of absolute as
well as relative poverty, the secularization of
religious belief and the question of where
the process of modernization was headed.
In the contemporary period, though most of
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these issues remain, it can forcefully be
argued that sociology’s central problems are
shifting. Today, societies are grappling with
the problems created by rapid globalization,
environmental degradation and its impact
on human health and well-being, the
awareness of risks with potentially high
consequences, how to create successful
models of multiculturalism and the
achievement of a genuine gender equality:
to name just a few. This means that sociolo-
gists will need to question whether the theo-
ries designed to grasp the different prob-
lems of an earlier period have any purchase
on the problems facing today’s societies. If
not, then they will need to design new theo-
ries that can grasp what Karl Mannheim
once called ‘the secret of these new times".

Readers can expect the ongoing debate
about the status and continuing relevance
of the classical sociological theories and
attempts to construct new theories to occur
throughout this book.

Sociology is not just an abstract intellec-
tual field, but has major practical implica-
tions for peoples lives, Learning to become
a sociologist should not be a dull or tedjous
endeavour. The best way to make sure it
does not become so is to approach the
subject in an imaginative way and to relate
sociological ideas and findings to situations
in your own life. In that way, you should
learn important things about yourself,
about your society and about the wider
human world.

Summary points

1,

Sociology is the systematic study of human
societies, giving special, but not exclusive
emphasis, to modern industrialized societies.
The practice of sociology involves the ability
to think imaginatively and to detach oneself
from preconceived ideas about social life.
Sociology came into being as an attempt to
understand the far-reaching changes that
have occurred in human societies over the
past two or three centuries. The changes
involved are not just large-scale ones; they
also involve shifts in the most intimate and
personal aspects of people’s lives.

Among the classical founders of sociology,
four figures are particularly important:
Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim
and Max Weber. Comte and Marx, working in
the mid-nineteenth century, established some
of the basic issues of sociology, later
elaborated on by Durkheim and Weber. These
issues concern the nature of sociology and the
impact of modernization on the social world.
A diversity of theoretical approaches is found
in sociology. Theoretical disputes are difficult
to resolve even in the natural sciences, but in
sociology we face special difficulties

because of the complex problems involved
in subjecting our own behaviour to study.
The main theoretical approaches

in sociology are functionalism,

conflict perspectives and symbolic
interactionism. There are some

basic differences between each of these
approaches, which have strongly influenced
the development of the subject in the post-
war period.

One way of thinking about sociology’s
approaches is in terms of their level of
analysis. Microsociology is the study of
everyday behaviour in face-to-face
encounters. Macrosociology analyses large-
scale social systems and whole societies.
Micro- and macro-levels are closely
connected, however, and this can be seenin
research studies of communities and
neighbourhoods — the meso (or middle) level
of social life.

Sociology is a subject with important
practical implications. It can contribute to
social criticism and practical social reform in
several ways. The improved understanding of
social circumstances gives us all a better
chance of controlling them. At the same time,
sociology provides the means of increasing
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our cultural sensitivities, allowing policies to perhaps most important, sociology provides
be based on an awareness of divergent self-enlightenment, offering groups and
cultural values. In practical terms, we can individuals an increased opportunity to
investigate the consequences of the adoption understand and alter the conditions of their
of particular policy programmes. Finally, and own lives.

Further reading‘ (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002)
contains a central argument about the role of

For anyone new to sociology, Steve Bruce's sociology and sociologists in an age of

Sociology: A Very Short Introduction {Oxford: globalization. This is not an easy read but it

Oxford University Press, 2000) is a good place  is worthwhile.
to start your reading. This is a brief but
stimulating guide. Following this, Zygmunt
Bauman and Tim May’s Thinking
Sociologically (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001) is a
more involved introduction to developing
and using your sociological imagination and
the book contains many everyday examples.
If these motivate you to take on something a
little more advanced, then Richard Jenkins’s
Foundations of Sociology: Towards a Better
Understanding of the Human World

One other useful resource for all
newcomers to the discipline is a good
sociology dictionary and there are several
possibilities. Among them, both John Scott
and Gordon Marshall’s Oxford Dictionary of
Sociology (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005) and Nicholas Abercrombie, Stephen
Hill and Bryan Turner’s The Penguin
Dictionary of Sociology (London: Penguin
Books, 2006) are reliable and comprehensive.
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Internet links The British Sociological Association:
www.britsoc.co.uk/

Additional information and support for this

book at Polity:

www.polity.co.uk/giddens

Intute - a socjal science information gateway
with lots of sociology resources:
www.intute.ac.uk/socialsciences/sociology/
The International Sociological Association:

. . SocioSite - the Social Science Information
www.isa-sociology.org/

System, based at the University of Amsterdam:
The European Sociological Association: www.sociosite.net/index.php
www.valt.helsinki.fi/esa/
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(opposite) Why hang out in public
toilets?




owards the end of a working day, the public toilets of a particular park in
TSt Louis, Missouri, in the United States, are suddenly busier than one
might expect. One man walks in dressed in a grey suit; another has on a base-
ball cap, trainers, shorts and a T-shirt; a third is wearing the mechanic’s
uniform from the garage where he has repaired cars all day. What are these
men doing here? Surely other toilets are more conveniently located. Is there
some common interest besides the toilets themselves that brings them to this
place?
None of these men is visiting the toilets to use them for the purposes

for which they were officially built: they are there for ‘instant sex’. Many



In conirast to Humphrey's covert research,
increasingly the subjects of research are
themselves involved in the research process
and may help to formulate questions or
comment on the researcher’s interpretation
of their views.

men — married and unmarried, those with
straight identities and those who see them-
selves as gay — seek sex with people they do
not know. They are hoping to cxperience
sexual excitement, but they want 1o avoid
involvement. They do not want any
commitments that extend beyond the
particular encounters they will have in this
public convenience.

This kind of search for anonymous,
instant sex between men happens all over
the world, yet until the late 1960s the
phenomenon persisted as a widespread but
rarely studied form of human interaction. In
the USA, the gay community called the
toilets where these activities occur
‘tearooms’ (in the UK the activity is known
as ‘cottaging’). Laud Humphreys, a sociolo-
gist, visited these public lavatories to
conduct research on the participants. He
wrote about them in his book Tearoom
Trade (Humphreys 1970). Unsurprisingly,
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the book caused widespread controversy
when it was published, and for some people
the issue is still a difficult one to deal with
today. For example, Humphreys’ research
methodology was heavily criticized for
being unethical because his fieldwork had
to be covert; it did not involve seeking the
informed consent of the men he studied.
However, his research in the ‘tearooms’ was
able to cast new light on the struggles of
men who were forced to keep their sexual
proclivities secret. He showed that many
men who otherwise live ‘normal’ lives - the
people next door - find ways to engage in
embarrassing behaviours that will notharm
their careers or family lives. Humphreys’
research was conducted at a time when
there was much more stigma associated
with gay and lesbian identities and when
police were vigilant in enforcing laws
against such behaviour. Many lives were
ruined in the process of harsh law enforce-
ment.

Humphreys spent an extended period of
time researching public toilets because one
excellent way to understand social
processes is to participate in and observe
them. He also conducted survey interviews
that enabled him to gather more informa-
tion than he would have obtained by simply
observing the toilets. Humphreys' research
opened a window on an aspect of life that
many people were shocked to know existed
at all and that certainly needed to be under-
stood at a deeper level. His work was based
on systematic research, but it also carried a
note of passion; it was conducted with a
certain scientific detachment, but at the
same time Humphreys was involved in the
search for solutions to social problems.

Humphreys argued that persecution of
gay lifestyles feads men to live anguished
existences in which they must resort to
extreme secrecy and often dangerous activ-
ities. His study was conducted before the
onset of AIDS; such activity would be much
more dangerous today. He argued that toler-
ance for a gay subculture would put gays in
a position where they could provide one



another with self-esteermn, mutual support
and relief from torment.

Human subjects and
ethical problems

All research concerned with human beings
can pose ethical dilemmas. A key question
that sociologists agree must be asked is
whether the research ‘poses risks to the
subjects that are greater than the risks they
face in their everyday lives. Ethical issues
have become much more prominent today
than in the past. In particular, researchers
are no longer seen as the knowledgeable
experts or participants as mere subjects of
research. Increasingly, the subjects of
research are themselves involved in the
research process and may help to formulate
questions, comment on the researcher’s
interpretation of their views and in some
cases expect to receive a copy of the final
research report.

Clearly, as is the case in other areas of
sociallife (such as doctors and their patients
or university professors and their students),
‘lay people’ no longer automatically defer to
‘experts’ in the way they might have done a
few decades ago. This broad social change is
also transforming research practice. Indeed,
all research funding bodies now routinely
ask research teams what ethical issues they
expect to confront and how they will deal
with these, whether deception will be used,
what measures will be put in place to
protect their participants from risk and how
their findings will be fed back to partici-
pants at the end of the study.

In writing Tearoom Trade, Humphreys
said he was less than truthful to those whose
behaviour he was studying. He said he did
not reveal his identity as a sociologist when
observing the tearoom. People who came
into the tearoom assumed he was there for
the same reasons they were and that his
presence could be accepted at face value.
Although he did not tell any direct lies
during his observations, neither did he
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reveal the real reason for his presence in the
tearoom. Was this particular aspect of his
behaviour ethical? The answer is that, on
balance, this particular aspect of his study
did not put any of his subjects at risk. On the
basis of what he observed in the tearoom,
Humphreys did not collect information
about the participants that would have
identified them. What he khew about them
was similar to what all the other people in
the tearoom knew. In this way, his presence
did not subject them to any more risk than
they already encountered in their everyday
lives. At the same time, had Humphreys
been completely frank at every stage, the
research might not have progressed as far as
it did. Indeed, some of the most valuable
datathat have been collected by sociologists
could never have been gathered if the
researcher had first explained the project to
each person encountered in the research
process.

If this were the only dilemma posed by
Humphreys’ research project, it would not
stand out as a notable problem in the ethics
of social research. What raised more
eyebrows was that Humphreys wrote down
the car number-plates of the people who
came into the ‘tearooms’, obtained their
home addresses from a friend who worked
at the Department of Motor Vehicles and
then visited their homes in the guise of
conducting a neutral survey. Even though
Humphreys did not reveal to the men’s fami-
lies anything about their activities in the
tearooms, and even though he took great
pains to keep the data confidential, the
knowledge he gained could have been
damaging. Since the activity he was docu-
menting was illegal, police officers might
have demanded that he release information
about the identities of the subjects. It is also
possible that aless skilled investigator could
have slipped up when interviewing the
subjects’ families, or that Humphreys could
have lost his notes, which might then have
been found by someone else.

Considering the number of things that
could go wrong in the research process,
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researchers today do not consider projects
of this kind to be legitimate. Around the
world, government funding bodies for soci-
ological research, such as the European
Science Foundation or the UK'’s Economic
and Social Research Council {ESRC), as well
as the professional organizations to which
sociologists belong, such as the Interna-
tional Sociological Association (ISA), now
have much stricter ethical guidelines for
rescarchers engaging in sociological
research of whatever kind.

Humphreys was one of the first sociolo-
gists to study the lives of gay men. His
account was a humane treatment that went
well beyond the existing stock of knowledge
on sexual communities. Although none of
his research subjects actually suffered as a
result of his book, Humphreys himself later
agreed with his critics on the key ethical
controversy. He said that were he to do the
study again, he would not trace number-
plates or go to people’s homes. Instead, after
gathering his data in the public ‘tearooms’,
he might try to get to know a subset of the
people well enough to inform them of his
goals for the study and then ask them to talk
about the significance of these activities in
their lives.

Socioclogical questions

The toilets under study in Tearoom Trade
are a perfect example of a phenomenon that
is the subject of many of the kinds of ques-
tion that sociologists ask. For example, in
looking at the surprising activities that
occur in public toilets, Humphreys was
asking how society works in ways that are
different from the official versions of how it
should work. He also found that what we
take to be natural - a public toilet — is actu-
ally socially constructed, depending on how
it is used. Social constructionism is a
perspective which begins from the premise
that social reality is - to varying degrees -
the product of interactions between indi-
viduals and groups, not something that is

obvious to all (see chapter 7, ‘Social Interac-
tion and Everyday Life’ and chapter 5, ‘The
Environment’). In this case, what most
people believed to be simply a public
building with an immediately obvious
function was, for a particular social group,
primarily a venue for the pursuit of sexual
satisfaction.

It is also interesting to note that elements
of modern theoretical approaches can help
us understand the issues addressed by
Humphreys' study. An interactionist might
ask: how does this behaviour take place
through processes of interaction? What
kinds of interaction take place? Humphreys
found that people who went into the
tearooms learnt from others to be silent.
This was a response to the demand for
privacy without involvement. Another
finding was that men who went into the
toilet and who did not respond to initial
sexual advances were not approached any
further. Each party must collaborate to
make a sexual situation occur. A functional-
ist approach might ask: what contribution
does the tearoom make to the continuation
of society as a whole? The answer is that it
provides an outlet for sexual activity that,
when carried out in secret, enables the
participants and other members of society
to carry on as ‘mormal’ people in their
everyday lives without challenging the
accepted order of things. A Marxist
approach might ask: is thinking about
economic class relations apparent in the
tearooms? Humphreys found that the
impersonal sex of the tearooms had a
democratic quality. Men of all social classes
and races would come together in these
places for sexual contact. Finally, a feminist
approach might ask: how can women’s lives
be considered in this study of an ali-male
group? This approach was not dominant at
the time Humphreys conducted his study,
but a feminist today might ask how
women’s lives - perhaps wives and partners
who know nothing about the activity of
their male partners - are affected and put at
risk by the secret behaviour in the




Law enforcement exists in all countries, but comparative empirical studies of police forces are
needed to reveal their similarities and differences.

tearooms. We explore some of these theo-
retical approaches in chapter 3.

[t is almost 40 years since Tearoom Trade
was first published and in the interim society
has become more tolerant of gay identities
and gay sex. After the publication of his book,
Humphreys became part of the political
movement - the gay rights movement - that
made this change possible. He used his
findings to convince courts and police to
ease up on prosecuting men for engaging in
gay sex so as to alleviate the damaging side
effects of covert sexual activity.

[t is the business of sociological research
in general to go beyond surface-level under-
standings of ordinary life, as Humphreys
clearly did. Good research should help us
understand our social lives better, some-
times in a new way. It could take us by
surprise, both in the questions that it asks

and in the findings it comes up with. The
issues that concern sociologists, in both
their theorizing and their research, are often
similar to those that worry other people. But
the results of such research frequently run
counter to our common-sense beliefs.
What are the circumstances in which
racial or sexual minorities live? How can
mass starvation exist in a world that is far
wealthier than it has ever been before? What
effects will the increasing use of the Internet
have on our lives? Is the family beginning to
disintegrate as an institution? Sociologists
try to provide answers to these and many
other questions. Their findings are by no
means conclusive. Nevertheless, it is always
the aim of sociological theorizing and
research to break away from the speculative
manner in which the ordinary person
usually considers such questions. Good
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sociological work tries to make the ques-
tions as precise as possible and seeks to
gather factual evidence before coming to
conclusions. To achieve these aims, we must
know the most useful research methods
to apply in a given study and how best to
analyse the results.

In their research studies, sociologists will
often ask empirical or factual questions. For
example, many aspects of sexual behaviour,
such as those Humphreys studied, need
direct and systematic sociological investiga-
tion. Thus, we might ask: what kinds of
occupation and domestic arrangement are
most common among people who go to the
tearooms? What proportion of tearoom
participants do the police catch? Factual
questions of this kind are often difficult to
answer. Official statistics on tearooms do
not exist. Even official statistics on crime are
of dubious value in revealing the real level of
criminal activity. Researchers who have
studied crime levels have found that only
about half of all serious crimes are reported
to the police.

Factual information about one society,
of course, will not always tell us whether we
are dealing with an unusual case or a
general set of influences. Sociologists often
want to ask comparative questions, relat-
ing one social context within a society to
another or contrasting examples drawn
from different societies. There are signifi-

cant differences, for example, between
the social and legal systems of the USA,
Italy and South Africa. A typical com-
parative question might be: how much
do patterns of criminal behaviour and
law enforcement vary between the two
countries?

In sociology, we need not only to look at
existing socjeties in relation to one another
but also to compare their present and past.
The questions sociologists ask in this case
are historical or developmental questions.
How did we get from there to here? To
understand the nature of the modern world,
we have to look at previous forms of society
and also study the main direction that
processes of change have taken. Thus we
can investigate, for example, how the first
prisons originated and what they are like
today.

Factual investigations — or, as sociologists
usually prefer to call them, empirical inves-
tigations — concern how things occur. Yet
sociology does not consist of just collecting
facts, however important and interesting
they may be. We always need to interpret
what facts mean, and to do so we must learn
to pose theoretical questions ~ concerned
with why things occur. Many sociologists
work primarily on empirical questions, but
unless they are guided in research by some
knowledge of theory, their work is unlikely
to be illuminating (see table 2.1).

Table 2.1 The sociologist’s line of questioning

Factual queshon VWhat happened?
Comparative question

Developmental question

Theoretical question

Did this happen everywhere?

Has this happened over time?

What underlies this phenomenon?

Since the 1980s, giris have been
attaining better educational results
i school than boys.

Was this a global phenomenon, or
did 1t occur just n Britain, or only
in a certain region of Bnitain”

What have been the patterns of
girls' educational attamment over
time?

Why are girls now performing
better in school? What factors
would we look at to explain this
change?



At the same time, sociologists strive not to
attain theoretical knowledge for its own
sake. A standard view is that while the soci-
ologist’s values should not be permitted to
bias their conclusions, social research
should be relevant to real-world concerns.
In this chapter, we look further into such
issues by asking whether it is possible to
produce ‘objective’ knowledge. We begin by
stressing the scientific nature of sociology,
before examining the stages involved in
sociological research. Some of the most
widely used research methods are then
compared, as we consider some actual
investigations. As we shall sece, there are
often significant differences between the
way research should ideally be carried out
and real-world studies. Sociological
research, like other scientific research, is the
art of the possible.

Is sociology scientific?

As discussed in chapter 1, Auguste Comte
saw sociology as an emerging science,
which should adopt the successful (posi-
tivist) methods of the natural sciences such
as physics and chemistry. Durkheim, Marx
and the other founders of sociology also
thought of sociology as a scientific subject;
but can we really study human social life in
a scientific way? Are Laud Humphreys’
observations on the tearooms really
scientific? Before we can answer, we must
first understand what this word means;
what exactly is science?

Science is the use of systematic methods
of empirical investigation, the analysis of
data, theoretical thinking and the logical
assessment of arguments to develop a body
of knowledge about a particular subject-
matter. Sociology is a scientific endeavour,
according to this definition, because it
involves systematic methods of empirical
investigation, the analysis of data and the
assessment of theories in the light of
evidence and logical argument.

Studying human beings, however, is
different from observing events in the phys-
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ical world, so sociology and the natural
sciences cannot be identical. Unlike objects
in nature, humans are self-aware beings who
confer meaning and purpose on what they
do. We cannot even describe social life accu-
rately unless we first grasp the concepts that
peaple apply in their own behaviour. For
instance, to describe a death as a ‘suicide’
means knowing what the person in question
was intending when he died. Suicide can
only occur when an individual actively has
self-destruction in mind. If he accidentally
stepsin front of a car and is killed, he cannot
be said to have committed suicide.

The fact that we cannot study human
beings in exactly the same way as objects in
nature is in some ways an advantage to soci-
ology. Sociological researchers profit from
being able to ask questons directly of those
they study - other human beings - and get
responses that they understand. This oppor-
tunity to converse with the participants of
research studies and confirm the researcher’s
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interpretations means that sociological
findings are, at least potentially, even more
reliable (different researchers would arrive art
the same results) and valid (the research
actuallv measures what it is supposed to)
than those from the natural sciences.
However, in other respects, sociology creates
difficulties that are not encountered by natu-
ral scientists. People who are aware that their
activities are being scrutinized may not
behave in the same way that they normally
do. They may consciously or unconsciously
portray themselves in a way that differs from
their usual attitudes. They may even try to
‘assist’ the researcher by giving the responses
they believe he or she wants. Researchers
studying the behaviour of, say, chemicals or
frogs do not have thjs problem.

THINKING CRITICALLY h

Reflecting on the discussion so far, in
what ways does sociology differ from
the natural sciences, such as physics
and chemistry? Were Laud Humphreys’
research methods ‘scientific’, for
example? If we were allowed to use the
same methods to carry out a similar
study today, would we be likely to get
the same or different results? Thinking
more generally and sociologically now,
how might recent social changes affect
such a study and its potential findings?

The research process

Let us first look at the stages normally
involved in research work. The research
process takes in a number of distinct steps,
leading from when the investigation is
begun to the time its findings are published
or made available in written form (see
figure 2.1).

Defining the research problem

All research starts from a research problem.
This is sometimes an area of factual igno-
rance: we may simply wish to improve our

Define the problem
Select a topic for research.

Review the literature
Familiarize yourself with existing
research on the topic.

Formulate a hypothesis
What do you intend to test? What is
the relationship between the variables?

Select a research design
Choose one or more research methods:
experiment, survey, observation, use of

existing sources.

Carry out the research
Collect your data, record information.

Interpret your results
Work out the implications of the data you collect.

Report the research findings
What is their significance? How do they
relate to previous findings?

Your findings are registered and
discussed in the wider academic
community — leading perhaps to the
initlation of further research.

knowledge about certain institutions, social
processes or cultures. A researcher might set
out to answer questions like ‘What propor-
tion of the population holds strong religious
beliefs?” ‘Are people today really disaffected
with “big government”?’ ‘How far does the



econonmic position of women lag behind
that of men?.

The best sociological research, however,
begins with problems that are also puzzles.
Apuzzleisnotjustalack of information, but
a gap inour understanding. Much of the skill
in producing worthwhile sociological
research consists in correctly identifying
puzzles. Rather than simply answering the
question ‘What is going on here?’, puzzle-
solving research tries to contribute to our
understanding of why events happen as
they do. Thus we might ask: why are
patterns of religious belief changing? What
accounts for the decline in the proportions
of the population voting in elections in
recent years? Why are women poorly repre-
sented in high-status jobs?

No piece of rescarch stands alone.
Research problems come up as part of
ongoing work; one research project may
easily lead to another because it raises
issues the researcher had not previously
considered. A sociologist may discovcer
puzzles by reading the work of other
researchers in books and professional jour-
nals or by being aware of specific trends in
society. For example, over recent years,
there have been an increasing number of
programmes that seek to treat the mentally
i1l within the community, rather than
confining them in asylums. Sociologists
might be prompted to ask: what has given
trise to this shift in attitude towards the
mentally illZ? What are the likely conse-
quences both for the patients themselves
and for the rest of the community?

Reviewing the evidence

Once the problem is identified, the next step
taken in the research process is usually to
review the available evidence in the field; it
might be that previous research has already
satisfactorily clarified the problem. If not,
the sociologist will need to sift through
whatever related rescarch does exist, to sce
how useful it is for his or her purpose. Have
previous researchers spotted the same
puzzle? How have they tried to resolve it?
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What aspects of the problem has their
research left unanalysed? Drawing upon
others’ ideas helps the sociologist to clarify
the issues that might be raised and the
methods that might be used in the research.

Making the problem precise

A third stage involves working out a clear
formulation of the research problem. If rele-
vant literature already exists, the researcher
might return from the library with a good
notion of how the problem should be
approached. Hunches about the nature of
the problem can sometimes be turned into
adefinite hypothesis. Although rooted in an
educated guess about what is going on, a
hypothesis clearly states this in exact
language so that it can be tested. If the
research is to be effective, hypotheses must
be formulated in such a way that the factual
material gathered will provide evidence that
either supports or disproves them.

Working out a design

The researcher must then decide just how
the research materials are to be collected. A
range of different research methods exists,
and which one is chosen depends on the
overall objectives of the study, as well as the
aspects of behaviour to be analysed. For
some purposes, a survey (in which ques-
tionnaires are normally used) might be suit-
able. In other circumstances, interviews or
an observational study, such as that carried
out by Laud Humphreys, might be more
appropriate. We shall learn more about
various research methods later in this
chapter.

Carrying out the research

At the point of actually proceeding with the
research, unforeseen practical difficulties
can easily crop up. It might prove impossi-
ble to contact some of those to whom ques-
tionnaires are to be sent or those people the
researcher wishes to interview. A business
firm or government agency may be unwill-
ing to let the researcher carry out the work
planned. Difficulties such as these could
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Table 2.2 Numbeyr of motor vehicles per 1,000 inhabitants: selected countries

1950 STB8IE S1902: 893 19948 1995

1996 1997 1998 1998 2000 2001 2002

Austria 462 463 503 515 528 543
Belgium 432 442 441 454 464 487
Canada 600 619 627 595 568 565
Germany 527 521 427 478 523 540
Creece 248 246 257 271 283 208
Portugal 310 370 407 439 438 501
Turkey 57 47 53 61 64 68
UK 443 433 453 441 439 428

United States 842 718 779 725 719 771

Source: OECD Factbook 2008

2.1 Reading and interpreting tables

You will often come across tables when
reading sociological literature. They
sometimes look complex, but are easy to
decipher if you follow a few basic steps, listed
below:; with practice, these will become
automatic. Do not succumb to the temptation to
skip over tables; they contain information il

quickly than would be possible if the same
material were expressed in words. By
becoming skilled 1n the interpretation of tables.
you will also be able to check how far the
conclusions drawn by a writer actually seem
justified.

1. Read the tifle in full. Tables frequently have
longish titles, which represent an attempt by
the researcher to state accurately the nature
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of the mformation conveyed. The title of 4.

table 2.2 gives first the subject of the data,
second the fact that the table provides
material for comparison, and third the fact
that data are given only for a hrited
number of countries.

2. Look for explanatory comments, or notes, 5,

about the data. Notes may say how the
material was collected, or why 1t is
displayed m a particular way. Many of the
tables used throughout this book contain
explanatory notes. If the data have not been
gathered by the researcher but are based

concentrated form, which can be read more i

485 509 529 544 555 865 531
494 482 490 800 Bl1 517 520
565 564 580 566 569 572 58l
547 B51 556 564 870 582 586
313 328 351 378 406 428 480
533 869 610 654 698 T1l 756
97 1G5 il 116 124 148 148
448 458 474 486 493 516 533
783 184 192 798 810 816 807

on findings originally reported elsewhere, a
source will be included. The source sometimes
gives you some msight into how reliable the
information is likely to be, as well as showing
where to find the original data. In table 2.2, the
source note makes clear that the data have been
taken from a publication by the OECD.

Read the headings along the top and left-hand
side of the table. (Sometimes tables are
arranged with ‘headings’ at the foot rather than
the top.) These tell you what type of mformation
1s contamed in each row and column. In reading
the table, keep In mind each set of headings as
you scan the figures. In our example, the
headings on the left give the countries mvolved,
while those at the top refer to the levels of car
ownership and the years for which they are
given.

Identify the units used, the figures in the body of
the table may represent cases, percentages,
averages or other measures. Sometimes 1t may
be helpful to convert the figures to a form more
useful to you: if percentages are not provided,
for example, it may be worth calculating them.
Consider the conclusions that might be
reached from the information in the table. Most
tables are discussed by the author, and what he
or she has to say should of course be borne in
mind. But you should also ask what further
issues or queshons could be suggested by the
data.



Several interesting trends can be seen in the
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ownership ratios as a rough indicator of differential

figures n our table. First, the level of car ownership  prosperity. Third, m nearly all countnes

varies considerably between different countries.
The number of cars per 1,000 people was more

represented, the level of car ownership increased
between 1990 and 2002, but in some the rate of

than five times greater m the United States than n mcrease has been higher than in others - probably
Turkey in 2002. Second, there 15 a clear connection  indicating differences 1n the degree to which
between car ownership and the level of affluence of  countries have successfully generated economic

a country. In fact, we could probably use car

growth or are catching up.
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potentially bias the result of the study and
give a false interpretation. For example, if
the researcher is studying how business
corporations have complied with equal
opportunities programmes for women,
then companies that have not complied
may not want to be studied. Clearly, this
could result in a systematic bias in the
results.

Bias can enter the research process in
many ways. For example, if a piece of
research is based on surveys of participants’
views, it may be easy for the researcher to
push the discussion in a particular way,
such as asking leading questions that follow
their own particular prejudices (as the
Doonesbury cartoon shows). Altcrhatively,
interviewees may evade a question that for
various reasons they donot wanf to answer.
The use of questionnaires with fixed word-
ing can help to reduce interview bias, but it
will not eliminate it. Another source of bias
comes when potential participants in a
survey, such as a voluntary questionnaire,
decide that they do not want to take part.
This is known as non-response bias, and as a

general rule the higher the proportion of
non-responses in the sample, the more
likely it is that the survey of those who do
take part will be biased. Even if every
attempt is made to reduce bias in the
survey, the observations that sociologists
make in carrying out a piece of research are

THINKING CRITICALLY \

Familiarize yourself again with table 2.2
and reflect on what questions might
follow from this. For example, did you
find anything surprising here? How
could we find out why vehicle
ownership in Canada and the USA has
fallen from its highpoint in the early

1990s, while in the UK and other
European countries ownership
continues to rise? Next, track down the
same data from 2003-9 yourself: what
has happened to vehicle ownership
since this table was produced? What
place is there, if any, for qualitative
methods in helping us to address
\ such questions?
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likely to reflect their own cultura) assump-
tions. This observer bias can be difficult, or
perhaps even impossible, to eliminate.
Later in this chapter we look at some of the
other pitfalls and difficulties of sociological
research, and discuss how some of these
can be avoided.

Interpreting the results

Once the material has been gathered
together for analysis, the researcher’s trou-
bles are not over — they may be only just
beginning! Working out the implications of
the data collected and relating these back
to the research problem are rarely easy.
While it may be possible to reach a clear
answer to the initial questions, many
investigations are, in the end, less than fully
conclusive.

Reporting the findings

The research report, usually published as a
journal article or book, provides an account
of the nature of the research and seeks to
justify whatever conclusions are drawn. In
Humphreys' case, this report was the book
Tearoom Irade. This is a final stage only in
terms of the individual research project.
Most reports indicate questions that remain
unanswered and suggest further research
that might profitably be done in the future.
All individual research investigations are
part of the continuing process of research
taking place within the sociological
community. Other scholars have built on
Humphreys' research findings.

Reality intrudes!

The preceding sequence of steps is a
simplified version of what happens in actual
research projects (see figure 2.1). In real
sociological research, these stages rarely
succeed each other so neatly, and there is
almost always a certain amount of
‘muddling through’ The difference is a bit
like that between the recipes outlined in a
cookbook and the actual process of prepar-
ing a meal. People who are experienced
cooks often do not work from recipes at all,

yet their food may be beticr than that
cooked by those who do. Following fixed
schemes can be unduly restricting and
many outstanding pieces of sociological
research have not fitted rigidly into this
sequence, although most of the steps would
be there somewhere.

Understanding cause and
effect

One of the main problems to be tackled in
research methodology is the analysis of
cause and effect. A causal relationship
between two events or situations is an asso-
ciation in which one event or situation
produces another. If the handbrake is
released in a car that is pointing downhill,
the car will roll down the incline, gathering
speed progressively as it does so. Taking the
brake off caused this to happen; the reasons
for this can readily be understood by refer-
ence to the physical principles involved.
Like natural science, sociology depends on
the assumption that all events have causes.
Social life is not a random array of occur-
rences, happening without rhyme or
reason. One of the main tasks of sociological
research - in combination with theoretical
thinking - is to identify causes and effects.

Causation and correlation

Causation cannot be directly inferred from
correlation. Correlation means the exis-
tence of a regular relationship between two
sets of occurrences or variables. A variable
is any dimension along which individuals or
groups vary. Age, differences in income,
crime rates and social-class differences are
among the many variables that sociologists
study. It might seem as though, when two
variables are found to be closely correlated,
one must be the cause of the other.
However, this is very often not the case.
There are, in fact, many correlations with-
out any causal relationship between vari-
ables. For example, over the period since the



Second World Way, a strong correlation can
be found between the decline in pipe-
smoking and the decrease in the number of
people who regularly go to the cinema.
Clearly one change does not cause the
other, and we would find it difficult to
ciscover even a remote causal connection
between them.

There are many instances, however, in
which it is not so obvious that an observed
correlation does not imply a causal relation-
ship. Such correlations are traps for the
unwary and easily lead to questionable or
false conclusions. In his classical work of
1897, Suicide (discussed in chapter 1), Emile
Dwkheim found a correlation between rates
of suicide and the seasons of the year. In the
societies that Durkheim studied, levels of
suicide increased progressively from Janu-
ary to around June or July. From that time
onward they declined over the remainder of
the year. It might be supposed that this
demonstrates that temperature or climatic
change are causally related to the propensity
of individuals to kill themselves. We might
perhaps surmise that as temperatures
increase, people become more impulsive
and hot-headed, leading to higher suicide
rates. However, the causal relationship here
has nothing directly to do with temperature
orclimate at all. In spring and summer, most
people engage in a more intensive social life
than they do in the winter months. Individu-
als who are isolated or unhappy tend to
experience an intensification of these feel-
ings as the activity level of other people rises.
Hence they are likely to experience acute
suicidal tendencies more in spring and
surzmer than they do in autumn and winter,
when the pace of social activity slackens. We
always have to be on our guard both in
assessing whether correlation involves
causation and deciding in which direction
causal relations run.

Causal mechanisms

Working out the causal connections
involved in correlations is often a difficult
process. There is a strong correlation, for
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Sociclogists might be interested in the
reasons why some young children, but not
others, smoke. However, it can be difficult to
establish a causal relationship between the
different factors involved.

instance, between level of educational
achievement and occupational success in
modern societies. The better the grades an
individual gets in school, the better-paid the
job he is likely to get. What explains this
correlation? Research tends to show that it is
not mainly school experience itself; levels of
school attainment are influenced much
morte by the type of home from which the
person comes. Children from better-off
homes, whose parents take a strong interest
in their learning skills and where books are
abundant, are more likely to do well than
those coming from homes where these
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qualities are lacking. The causal mecha-
nisms here are the attitudes of parents
towards their children, together with the
facilities for learning that a home provides.

Causal connections in sociology should
not be understood in too mechanical a way.
The attitudes people have and their subjec-
tive reasons for acting as they do are causal
factors in relationships between variables in
social life.

A discussion of some recent ‘critical
realist’ approaches to environmental
sociology can be found in chapter 5,
‘The Environment’.

Controls

1n assessing the cause or causes that explain
a correlation, we need to distinguish inde-
pendent variables from dependent vari-
ables. An independent variable is one that
produces an effect on another variable. The
variable affected is the dependent one. In
the example just mentioned above,
academic achievement is the independent
variable and occupational income the
dependent variable. The distinction refers
to the direction of the causal relation we are
investigating. The same factor may be an
independent variable in one study and a
dependent variable in another. It all
depends on what causal processes are being
analysed. If we were looking at the effects of
differences in occupational income on
lifestyles, occupational income would then
be the independent variable rather than the
dependent one.

To find out whether a correlation between
variables is a causal connection, we use
controls, which means we hold some vari-
ables constant in order to look at the effects
of others. By doing this, we are able to judge
between explanations of observed correla-
tions, separating causal from non-causal
relationships. For example, researchers
studying child development have claimed
that there is a causal connection between
maternal deprivation in infancy and serious
personality problems in adulthood.
(‘Maternal deprivation’ means that an
infant is separated from its mother for a long
period - several months or more — during
the early years of its life.) How might we test
whether there really is a causal relationship
between maternal deprivation and later
personality disorders? We would do so by
trying to control, or ‘screen out, other
possible influences that might explain the
correlation.

One source of maternal deprivation is the
admission of a child to a hospital for a
lengthy period, during which it is separated
from its parents. Is it attachment to the
mother, however, that really matters?
Perhaps if a child receives love and attention
from other people during infancy, she might
subsequently be a stable person. To investi-
gate these possible causal connections, we
would have to compare cases where children
were deprived of regular care from anyone
with other instances in which children were
separated from their mothers but received
love and care frora someone else. If the first
group developed severe personality difficul-



ties but the second group did not, we would
suspect that regular care from someone in
infancy is what matters, regardless of
whether or not it is the mother. In fact, chil-
dren do seem to prosper normally as long as
they have a loving, stable relationship with
someone looking after them; this person
does not have to be the mother herself.

Identifying causes

There are a large number of possible causes
that could be invoked to explain any given
correlation. How can we ever be sure that we
have covered them all? The answer is that we
cannot be sure. We would never be able to
carry out and interpret the results of a piece
of sociological research satisfactorily if we
were compelled to test for the possible
influence of every causal factor we could
imagine as potentially relevant. Identifying
causal relationships is normally guided by
previous research into the area in question.
If we do not have some reasonable idea
beforehand of the causal mechanisms
involved in a correlation, we would proba-
bly find it very difficult to discover what the
real causal connections are. We would not
know what to test for.

A good example of how difficult it is to be
sure of the causal relations involved in a
correlation is given by the long history of
studies of smoking and lung cancer.
Research has consistently demonstrated a
strong correlation between the two. Smok-
ers are more likely to contract lung cancer
than non-smokers, and very heavy smokers
are more likely to do so than light smokers.
The correlation can also be expressed the
other way around. A high proportion of
those who have lung cancer are smokers or
have smoked for long periods in their past.
There have been so many studies confirm-
ing these correlations that it is generally
accepted that a causal link is involved, but
the exact causal mechanisms are thus far
largely unknown.

However much correlational work is done
on any issue, there always remains some
doubt about possible causal relationships.
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Other interpretations of the correlation are
possible. It has been proposed, for instance,
that people who are predisposed to get lung
cancer are also predisposed to smoke. In
this view, it is not smoking that causes lung
cancer, but rather some built-in biological
disposition to smoking and cancer.

Research methods

A common distinction is often made in soci-
ology between quantitative and qualitative
research methods and traditions; the
former is associated with functionalism and
positivism, the latter with interactionism
and the search for meanings and under-
standing. As the term suggests, quantitative
methods try to measure social phenomena
and will use mathematical models and,
often, statistical analysis to explain them:.
Qualitative methods, on the other hand,
attempt to gather detailed, rich data allow-
ing for an in-depth understanding of indi-
vidual action in the context of social life. As
a rough-and-ready guide to a diverse range
of sociological research methods, this
distinction is a starting point and many
sociologists will tend to specialize in, or
even favour, one tradition rather than
another. However, there is a danger that the
two traditions will be seen as opposing
‘camps’ with entirely different approaches
to research. This would not be very
productive.

In fact, many research projects today
make use of mixed methods - both quanti-
tative and qualitative - in order to gain a
more comprehensive understanding and
explanation of the subject being studied.
The findings from separate quantitative and
qualitative studies can also be combined.
For example, some feminist sociologists
favour qualitative methods, which, they
argue, allow the authentic voices of women
to be heard in ways that quantitative studies
do not. But without quantitative studies it
would not have been possible to measure
the extent of gender inequalities in society
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Table 2.3 Four of the main methods used in sociological research

Research
method Strengths Limitations
Fieldwork Usually generates richer and more Can only be used to study
In-depth information than other methods. relatively small groups or
or communities.
Ethnography can provide a broader Findings might only apply to the
understanding of social processes. groups or cornmunities studied; it
1s not easy to generalize on the
basis of a single fieldwork study.
Swrveys Make possible the efficient collection The material gathered may be

Experiments

Documentary
research

of data on large numbers of individuals.

Allow for precise comparisons to be
made between the answers of
respondents.

The mfluence of specific variables
can be controlled by the investigator.

Are usually easier for subsequent
researchers to repeat.

Can provide source of in-depth materials
as well as data on large numbers,
depending on the type of documents
studied.

Is often essential when a study is either
wholly historical or has a defined
historical dimension.

superficial; where a questionnaire
1s highly standardized, important
differences between respondents’
viewpoints may be glossed over

Responses may be what people
profess to believe rather than
what they actually believe.

Many aspects of social life cannot
be brought into the laboratory.

The responses of those studied
may be affected by their
experimental situation.

The researcher is dependent on
the sources that exist, which may
be partial.

The sources may be difficult to
Interpret in terms of how far they
represent real tendencies, as in
the case of some official
statistics.

or set those individual women’s voices into
their wider societal context. Sociologists
have to be prepared to use the most
appropriate methods for the questions they
want to answer.

Next, we look at the various research
methods sociologists commonly employ in
their work (see table 2.3).

Ethnography

Laud Humphreys used ethnography, atype
of fieldwork, or first-hand study of people,
using participant observation and/or

interviews as his main research methods.
Here, the investigator hangs out, works or
lives with a group, organization or commu-
nity and perhaps takes a direct part in their
activities. Where it is successful, ethnogra-
phy provides information on the behaviour
of people in groups, organizations and
communities, and also on how those
people understand their own behaviour.
Once we see how things look from inside a
given group, we are likely to develop a
better understanding notonly of that group,
but of social processes that transcend the
situation under study. Ethnography is one



Tell me gbout the
experience of living in unity
with nature, like yvour tribal
ancestors thousands of
vears before vou.

of a number of qualitative research
methods used in sociology that aims to
gain an in-depth knowledge and under-
standing of relatively small-scale social
phenomena.

In recent years, sociologists have made
use of focus groups, which have previously
been widely used in marketing and surveys
of political attitudes, as a qualitative
research method. Focus groups are essen-
tially ‘group interviews’ in which a particu-
lar group of people - usually between four
and ten individuals — are gathered together
to discuss a subject and exchange views.
The researcher acts as a moderator but also
asks specific questions relating to the
research study, to direct the discussion.
Focus groups can increase the size of a
sample quite easily and because of their
interactive nature, any possible misunder-
standings can be clarified, thereby increas-
ing the validity of a study’s findings.
However, critics point out that the
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researcher in a focus group is more partici-
pant than detached observer and may well
influence the responses of the group. There
is therefore a danger that participants will
perform according to their perception of the
researcher’s expectations.

In the traditional works of ethnography,
accounts were presented without very
much information about the researchers
themselves. This was because it was
believed that an ethnographer could pres-
ent objective pictures of the societies they
studied. More recently, ethnographers have
increasingly tended to talk about them-
selves and the nature of their connection to
the people under study. Sometimes, for
example, it might be a matter of trying to
consider how one’s race, class or gender
affected the work, or how the power differ-
ences between observer and observed
distorted the dialogue between them.

For a long while, it was usual for research
based on participant observation to exclude
any account of the hazards or problems that
had to be overcome, but more recently the
published reminiscences and diaries of
fieldworkers have been more open about
them. Frequently, feelings of loneliness
must be coped with — it is not easy to fit into
asocial context or community where you do
not really belong. The researcher may be
constantly frustrated because the members
of the group refuse to talk frankly about
themselves; direct queries may be
welcomed in some contexts but met with a
chilly silence in others. Some types of field-
work may even be physically dangerous; for
instance, aresearcher studying a delinquent
gang might be seen as a police informer or
might become unwittingly embroiled in
conflicts with rival gangs.

Ethnographic studies also have other
major limitations. Only fairly small groups
or communities can be studied and much
depends on the skill of the researcher in
gaining the confidence of the individuals
involved. Without this skill, the research is
unlikely to get off the ground at all. The
reverse is also possible. A researcher could
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In fieldwork, sociologists have to become
close to the communities they are studying,
but not so close that they lose their outsider’s

begin to identify so closely with the group
that he or she becomes too much of an
‘insider’ and loses the perspective of an
outside observer.

Surveys

Interpreting field studies usually involves
problems of generalization. Since only a
small number of people are under study, we
cannot be sure that what is found in one
context will apply in other situations as
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well, or even that two different researchers
would come to the same conclusions when
studying the same group. This is usually less
of a problem in survey research. In a
survey, questionnaires are either sent out
or administered directly in interviews to a
selected group of people - sometimes as
many as several thousand. Sociologists
refer to this group of people, whatever its
size, as a population. Whilst ethnographic
work is well suited to in-depth studies of
small slices of social life, survey research
tends to produce information that is less
detailed but which can usually be applied
over a broader area. Surveys are the most
widely used type of quantitative research
methed, allowing social phenomena to
be measured and then analysed using
mathematical models and statistical
techniques.

Many government bodies and private
polling agencies also make extensive use of
surveys to gain knowledge of people’s atti-
tudes and voting intentions. These may be
conducted through face-to-face interviews,
telephone calls, postal questionnaires and,
increasingly, online, via the Internet and
email. Whichever method is adopted, the
great advantage of surveys is that they allow
researchers to collect large amounts of
comparable data, which can be manipu-
lated, usually using computer software, to
find out whether there are any significant
correlations between variables.

Standardized, open-ended, sermi-
structured questionnaires

Three types of questionnaire are used in
surveys. Some contain a standardized, or
fixed-choice, set of questions, to which only
a fixed range of responses is possible — for
instance, ‘ Yes /No/Don't know or ‘Very likely
/ Likely / Unlikely | Very unlikely. Such
surveys have the advantage that responses
are easy to count and compare, since only a
small number of categories are involved. On
the other hand, because they do not allow
for subtleties of opinion or verbal expres-
sion, the information they yield is likely to



be restricted in scope and sometimes
misleading.

Other questionnaires are open-ended:
respondents have more opportunity to
express their views in their own words and
are not limited to making fixed-choice
responses. Open-ended questionnaires
typically provide more detailed information
than standardized ones. The researcher can
follow up answers to probe more deeply
into what the respondent thinks. On the
other hand, the lack of standardization
means that responses may be more difficult
to compare statistically.

A very popular and widely used compro-
mise between these two is the semi-
structured interview questionnaire, which
presents some standardized questions — the
data from which may be analysed statisti-
cally later — but also includes interview
prompts for more in-depth answers and
sometimes allows interviewees to stray from
the schedule when necessary. Semi-struc-
tured interview schedules tend to pursue
relevant research themes rather than highly
specific, researcher-defined questions.

Questionnaire items are normally listed
so that a team of interviewers can ask the
questions and record responses in the same
predetermined order. All the items must be
readily understandable to interviewers and
interviewees alike. In the large national
surveys undertaken regularly by govern-
ment agencies and research organizations,
interviews are carried out more or less
simultaneously across the whole country.
Those who conduct the interviews and
those who analyse the results could not do
their work effectively if they constantly had
to check with each other about ambiguities
in the questions or answers.

Questionnaires should also take into
consideration the characteristics of respon-
dents. Will they see the point the researcher
has in mind in asking a particular question?
Have they enough information to answer
usefully? Will they answer at all? The terms
of a questionnaire might be unfamiliar to
the respondents. For instance, the question
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‘What is your marital status?’ might baffle
some people. It would be more appropriate
to ask, ‘Are you single, married, separated, or
divorced?’ Most surveys are preceded by
pilot studies in order to pick up problems
not anticipated by the investigator. A pilot
study is a trial run in which just a few people
complete a questionnaire. Any difficulties
can then be ironed out before the main
survey is done.

Sampling

Often sociologists are interested in the char-
acteristics of large numbers of individuals -
for example, the political attitudes of the
British population as a whole. It would be
impossible to study all these people directly,
so in such situations researchers engage in
sampling - they concentrate on a sample, or
small proportion, of the overall group. One
can usually be confident that results from a
population sample, as long as it was prop-
erly chosen, can be generalized to the total
population. Studies of only two to three
thousand voters, for instance, can give a
very accurate indication of the attitudes and
voting intentions of the entire population.
But to achieve such accuracy, a sample must
be representative: the group of individuals
studied must be typical of the population as
a whole. Representative sampling is more
complex than it might seem, and statisti-
cians have developed rules for working out
the correct size and nature of samples.

A particularly important procedure used
to ensure that a sample is representative is
random sampling, in which a sample is
chosen so that every member of the popula-
tion has the same probability of being
included. The most sophisticated way of
obtaining a random sample is to give each
member of the population a number and
then use a computer to generate a random
list, from which the sample is derived - for
instance, by picking every tenth number.

One famous early example of survey
research was called, ‘The People's Choice?,
a study carried out by Paul Lazarsfeld
and colleagues more than 60 years ago

53



54

ASKING AND ANSWERING SOCIOLOGICAL QUESTIONS

(Lazarsfeld et al. 1948). This study, which
investigated the voting intentions of resi-
dents of Erie County, Ohio, during the 1940
campaign for the US presidency, pioneered
several of the main techniques of survey
research in use to this day. In order to probe
a little more deeply than a single question-
naire could do, the team interviewed each
member of a sample of voters on seven
separate occasions. The aim was to trace
and understand the reasons for changes in
voting attitudes.

Theresearch had a number of hypotheses
to test. One was that relationships and
events close to voters in a community can
influence voting intentions more than
distant world affairs, and the findings on the
whole confirmed this. The researchers
developed sophisticated measurement
techniques for analysing political attitudes;
yet their work also made significant contri-
butions to theoretical thinking. The study
showed that some individuals ~ opinion
leaders - tend to shape the political opin-
ions of those around them. People’s views
are not formed in a direct fashion, but in a
two-step process. In the first step, opinion
leaders react to political events; in the
second step, those leaders influence people
around them - relatives, friends and
colleagues. The views expressed by opinion
leaders, filtered through personal relation-
ships, then influence the responses of other
individuals towards political issues of the
day. This study shows that good survey
research does more than simply describe
social phenomena, it can also aid our theo-
retical understanding.

There are other types of sampling that are
used by sociologists. In some types of
research, it may be necessary to use conven-
ience sampling. This means taking your
sample from wherever you can! Because
convenience sampling is less systematic
and rigorous than other types, the results it
generates have to be treated with caution.
Nonetheless, in applied research or studies
of hard-to-reach social groups who may be
reluctant to come forward (substance

misusers or people who self-harm, for
example), it may be the only practical way of
gathering an adequate sample. Similarly,
snowball sampling, in which existing parti-
cipants are used to recruit other partici-
pants (usually via their own network of
contacts and friends) is a tried and tested
method of gaining access to a larger sample
than would otherwise be the case.

Advantages and disadvantages of
surveys

Surveys are widely used in sociological
research, for several reasons. Responses to
questionnaires can be more easily quanti-
fied and analysed than material generated
by most other research methods; large
numbers of people can be studied; and,
given sufficient funds, researchers can
employ an agency specializing in survey
work to collect the responses. The
scientific method is the model for this kind
of research, as surveys give researchers a
statistical measure of what they are
studying.

Many sociologists today, however, are
critical of the survey method. They argue
that an appearance of precision can be given
to findings whose accuracy may be dubious,
given the relatively shallow nature of most
survey responses. Levels of non-response
are sometimes high, especially when ques-
tionnaires are sent and returned through
the mail. It is not uncommon for studies to
be published, based on results derived from
little over half of those in a sample, although
normally an effort is made to re-contact
non-respondents or to substitute other
people. Little is known about those who
choose not to respond to surveys or refuse
to be interviewed, but survey research is
often experienced as intrusive and time-
consuming.

An experiment can be defined as an
attempt to test a hypothesis under highly
controlled conditions established by an
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2.2 Statistical terminology

Research in sociology often makes use of
statistical techniques in the analysis of findings.
Some are highly sophisticated and complex,
but those most often used are easy to
understand. The most common are measures
of central tendency (ways of calculating
averages) and correlation coefficients
(measures of the degree to which one variable
relates consistently to another).

There are three methods of calculating
averages, each of which has certain
advantages and shortcomings. Take as an
example the amount of personal wealth
(including all assets such as houses, cars, bank
accounts and investments) owned by 13
individuals. Suppose they own the following
amounts:

£000 (zero)
£5,000
£10,000
£20,000
£40,000
£40,000
£40,000
£80,000

9. £100,000
£150,000
11. £200,000
12. £400,000
13. £10,000,000

B Bl FRCHE R ORI

The mean corresponds to the average, arrived
at by adding together the personal wealth of all
13 people and dividing the result by 13. The
total is £11,085,000; dividing this by 13, we
reach a mean of £852,692.31. This mean is often
a useful calculation because it is based on the
whole range of data provided. However, it can
be misleading where one or a small number of
cases are very different from the majority. In the
above example, the mean is not in fact an
appropriate measure of central tendency,
because the presence of one very large figure,
£10,000,000, skews the picture. One might get
the impressicn when using the mean to
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summarize this data that most of the people own far
more than they actually do.

In such instances, one of two other measures
may be used. The mode is the figure that occurs
most frequently in a given set of data. In our
example, it is £40,000. The problem with the mode
is that it does not take nto account the overall
distribution of the data — 1.e., the range of figures
covered. The most frequently occurring case n a
set of figures is not necessarily representative of
their distribution as a whole and thus may not be a
useful average. In this case, £40,000 is too close to
the lower end of the figures.

The third measure is the median, which is the
middle of any set of figures; here, this would be the
seventh figure, again £40,000. Our example gives
an odd number of figures: 13. If there had been an
even number — for instance, 12 — the median would
be calculated by taking the mean of the two middle
cases, figures 6 and 7. Like the mode, the median
agives no idea of the actual range of the data
measured.

Sometimes a researcher will use more than cne
measure of central tendency to avoid giving a
deceptive picture of the average. More often, he
will calculate the standard deviation for the data in
question. This is a way of calculating the degree of
dispersal, or the range, of a set of figures — which
in this case goes from zero to £10,000,000.

Correlation coefficients offer a useful way of
expressing how closely connected two (or more)
variables are. Where two variables correlate
completely, we can speak of a perfect positive
correlation, expressed as 1.0. Where no relation is
found between two variables — they have no
consistent connection at all — the coefficient is zero.
A perfect negative correlation, expressed as 21.0,
exists when two variables are in a completely
inverse relation to one another. Perfect correlations
are never found in the social sciences. Correlations
of the order of 0.6 or more, whether positive or
negative, are usually regarded as indicating a
strong degree of connection between whatever
variables are being analysed. Positive correlations
on this level might be found between, say, social
class background and voting behaviour.
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(5 S IEEEAE The social psychology of prison life

The research problem

Most people have not experienced life in prison
and find it hard to imagine how they would cope
‘iInside’. How would you fare? Could you work as
a prison officer? What kand of a prison officer
would you be? A disciplinarian maybe? Or
perhaps you would adopt a more humanitarian
approach to your prisoners? In 1971, a research
team led by Philip Zimbardo decided to try and
find out what impact prison would have on
‘ordinary people’.

In a study funded by the US Navy, Zimbardo
set out to test the 'dispositional hypothesis’,
which dominated within the armed forces. This
hypothesis suggested that constant conflicts
between prisoners and guards were due to the
individual characters of the guards and inmates —
thelr personal dispositions. Zimbardo thought
this may be wrong and set up an experimental
pnison to find out.

Zimbardo’s explanation

Zimbardo's research team sef up a fake jail at
Stanford University, advertised for male
volunteers to participate in a study of prison life
and selected 24 mainly middle-class students
who did not know each other prior to the
experiment. Each participant was then randomly
assigned as guard or prisoner. Following a
standard induction process which mvolved
being stripped naked, de-loused and
photographed, also naked, prisoners stayed in
jail 24 hours a day, but guards worked shifts and
went home in between times. Standardized
uniforms were used for both roles. The aim was
to see how playing these different roles would
lead to changes in attitude and behaviour. The
results shocked the mvestigators.

Students who played at being guards quickly
assumed an authoritarian manner; they
displayed real hostility towards the prisoners,
ordering them around and verbally abusing and
bullying them. The prisoners, by contrast,
showed a mixture of apathy and rebelliousness —
a response often noted among inmates in real
prisons. These effects were so marked and the
level of tension so high that the 14-day
experiment had to be called off after just 6 days

Reaction to the mock prison regime during the
Stanford prison experiment led to one inmate
staging a hunger strike to be let out.

because of the distress of the participants. Even
before this, five ‘prisoners’ were released
because of extreme anxiety and emotional
problems. Many ‘guards’, though, were unhappy
that the study had ended prematurely:.

On the basis of the findings, Zimbardo
concluded that the dispositional hypothesis
could not account for the participants' reactions.
Instead, he proposed an alternative ‘situational’
explanation — behaviour in prisons is influenced
by the prison sifuation ifself, not by the individual
characteristics of those involved. In particular,
the expectations attached to the roles being
played tended to shape behaviour. Some of the
guards’ behaviour had deteriorated — they
treated prisoners badly, reqularly handing out
punishments and appearing to take pleasure in
the distress of the prisoners. Zimbardo suggests



that this 1s due to the power relationships the jail
had established. Their control over prisoners’
lives very quickly became a source of enjoyment
for the guards. On the other hand, following a
short period of rebelliousness, prisoners very
rapidly exhibited a 'learned helplessness’ and
dependency. As researchers, the study tells us
something important about why social
relationships very often deteriorate within
prisons and, by implication, other ‘total
mstitutions’ (Goffman 1968 [1961]). This has little
to do with individual personalities and much
more to do with the prison environment and the
social roles within it.

Critical points

Critics argue that there were real ethical
problems with the study. Participants were not
given full information about the purpose of the
research and it is therefore questionable
whether they could really have given 'informed
consent’. Should the study even have been
allowed to go ahead? The sample selected was
clearly not representative of the population as a
whole; all were students and male. Generalizing
about the effects of ‘prison life’ would therefore
be very difficult with such a small and
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unrepresentative sample. A final criticism is that
the constructed situation may invalidate the
findings. For example, participants knew their
mmprisonment would only last 14 days and they
were paid $15 a day for thelr participation.
Established problems of prisons such as racism
and involuntary homosexuality were also absent.
Critics say that the experiment 1s therefore not a
meaningful comparison with real prison life.

Contemporary significance

In spite of the somewhat artificial situation — it
was an experiment, after all — Zimbardo's
findings have been widely referred to since the
1970s. For example, Zygmunt Bauman's (1989)
Modernity and the Holocaust draws on this study
to help explan the behaviour of mmates and
guards in Nazi-run concentration camps in the
Second World War. Just as importantly, the
general thesis emerging from the research — that
msfitutional settings can shape social relations
and behaviour — continues to inform
contemporary sociological studies, such as
those investigating care homes for older people,
residential homes for disabled people and many
more,

investigator. Experiments are often used in
the natural sciences, as they offer major
advantages over other research procedures.
In an experimental situation the researcher
directly controls the circumstances being
studied. Psychologists studying individual
behaviour also use laboratory-based exper-
imentation extensively. However, compared
with these disciplines, the scope for experi-
mentation in sociology is quite restricted.
Most sociological studies, even those of
individual actions, look to investigate the
relationship between micro- and macroso-
cial phenomena. To remove individuals
from their social context for the purposes of
experimentation effectively prevents this.
Sometimes, sociologists may want to
explore group dynamics - the way individu-
als behave when in groups - and experi-
ments may then be possible. However, only

small groups of individuals can be brought
into a laboratory setting, and in such exper-
iments people know that they are being
studied and may not behave normally. Such

THINKING CRITICALLY N

What is your first response to the
Zimbardo study - can such an
experimental situation really reproduce
the authentic experience of a prison?
Which aspects of the prison experience
could an experiment never replicate?
Thinking more critically now, should
social scientists be allowed to
‘experiment’ on human beings at all? If
not, does that mean there are things we
will just never know about? If they
should, what limits should there be on

such experiments?
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changes in subject behaviour are referred to
as the ‘Hawthorne effect’ In the 1930s,
researchers conducting a work-productivity
study at the Western Electric Company's
Hawthorne plant near Chicago found to
their surprise that worker productivity
continued to rise regardless of which exper-
imental conditions were imposed (levels of
lighting, break patterns, work team size and
so forth). The workers were conscious of
being under scrutiny and accelerated
their natural work pace. Nevertheless, as
‘Classic Studies 2.1 shows, we can still learn
things about social life from small-scale
experiments.

Biographical research

In contrast to experiments, biographical
research belongs purely to sociology and
the other socjal sciences; it has no place in
natural science. Biographical research has
become much more popular and widely
used in sociology in recent decades and
includes oral histories, narratives, autobi-
ographies, biographies and life histories
(Bryman 2008). These methods are used to
explore how individuals experience social
life and periods of social change, and how
they interpret their relationships with
others in the context of a changing world. In
this way, biographical methods allow new
voices to enter sociological research; life
histories are an example of such research
methods.

Life histories consist of biographical
material assembled about particular indi-
viduals — usually as recalled by the individu-
als themselves. Life histories have been
successfully employed in studies of major
importance. One celebrated early study was
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America,
by W. I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki, the
five volumes of which were first published
between 1918 and 1920 (Thomas and
Znaniecki 1966). Thomas and Znaniecki
were able to provide a more sensitive and
subtle account of the experience of migra-
tion than would have been possible without

the interviews, letters and newspaper arti-
cles they collected.

Other procedures of research do not
usually yield as much information as the
life-history method does about the devel-
opment of beliefs and attitudes over time.
Life-historical studies rarely rely wholly on
people’s memories, however. Normally,
sources such as letters, contemporary
reports and newspaper descriptions are
used to expand on and check the valid-
ity of the information that individuals
provide.

Sociologists’ views differ on the value of
biographical methods. Some feel they are
too unreliable to provide useful informa-
tion, but others believe they offer sources of
insight that few other research methods can
match. Indeed, some sociologists have
begun to offer reflections on their own lives
within their research studies, as a way of
offering insights into the origins and devel-
opment of their theoretical assumptons
(see Mouzelis 1995).
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The research methods described so far are
generally applied in a comparative context.
Comparative research is of central impor-
tance in sociology, because making
comparisons allows us to clarify what is
goingon in a particular area of research. Let
us take the rate of divorce in many devel-
oped socicties- —i.e. the number of divorces
granted each year - as an example. In the
early 1960s there were fewer than 30,000
divorces per year in the UK; by the early
1980s this figure had risen to around
160,000 or more. Do these changes reflect
specific features of British society? We can
find out by comparing divorce rates in the
UK with those of other countries. Such a
comparison reveals that compared to most
other Western societies the overall trends
are similar. A majority of Western countries
have experienced steadily climbing divorce
rates over the past half century.



Historical analysis

As discussed in chapter 1, a historical
perspective is often essential in sociological
research. For we frequently need a fime
perspective to make sense of the material we
collect about a particular problem.

Sociologists commonly want to jnvesti-
gate past events directly. Some periods of
history can be studied in a direct way while
there are still survivors around - such as in
the case of the Holocaust in Europe during
the Second World War. Research in oral
history means interviewing people about
events they witnessed at some point earlier
in their Hves. This kind of research work,
obviously, can only stretch at the most some
60 or 70 years back in time.

For historical research on an earlier
period, sociologists use documentary
research from written records, often
contained in the special collections of
libraries or archives. The range of useful
documents is extensive, taking in personal
sources such as diaries; official sources
such as policy documents, records of births
and deaths and tax records; documents
from private bodies like businesses and
voluntary organizations; as well as maga-
zines and newspapers. Depending on the
research question, historical documents
such as these can all constitute primary
sources, just as much as the data recorded
in interviews with war survivors. However,
historical sociologists also make much use
of secandary sources: accounts of histori-
cal events written by people aftcrwards.
Most documentary studies make use of
both types. However, sociologists face the
same issues as historians when they make
use of such sources. How authentic are the
documents? Is the information within them
reliable? Do they represent only a partial
viewpoint? Documentary research requires
a patient, systematic approach to sources
and their interpretation.

An interesting example of the use of
historical documents is sociologist Anthony
Ashworth's study of trench warfare during
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the First World War (Ashworth 1980).
Ashworth was concerned with analysing
what life was like for men who had to endure
being under constant fire, crammed in close
proximity for weeks on end. He drew on a
diversity of documentary sources: official
histories of the war, including those written
about different military divisions and
battalions; official publications of the time;
the notes and records kept informally by
individual soldiers; and personal accounts
of war experiences. By drawing on such a
variety of sources, Ashworth was able to
develop a rich and detailed description of
life in the trenches. He discovered that most
soldiers formed their own ideas about how
often they intended to engage in combat
with the enemy and often cffectively
ignored the commands of their ofticers. For
example, on Christmas Day, German and
Allied soldiers suspended hostilities, and in
one place the two sides even staged an
informal soccer match.

Comparative-historical research
Ashworth'’s research concentrated on a rela-
tively short time period, but there have been
many studies that have investigated social
change over much longer periods and
applied comparative research in that histor-
ical context. One of the more recent modern
classics of comparative historical sociol-
ogy is Theda Skocpol’s (1979) analysis of
social revolutions, discussed in ‘Classic
Studies 2.2".

Sociological research in

the real world

All research methods, as was stressed
earlier, have their advantages and limita-
tions. Hence, it is common to combine
several methods in a single piece of
research, using each to supplement and
check on the others, in a process known as
tfriangulation. We can see the value of
combining methods - and, more generally,
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o) ELL G G IR RS Theda Skocpol’s comparison of social revolutions

The research problem

As all students of sociology and history are
taught, the French Revolution of 1789
transformed France forever. But why did it
happen then and not at some other time? Was it
an historical accident or was it inevitable? The
early twentieth-century revolutions in China and
Russia not only turned those countries into
communist societies, but significantly shaped the
direction of the modern world itself. Again, why
did they happen then? What caused them? The
American sociologist Theda Skocpol (1947-),
set out to address these cuestions and to
uncover the similarities and differences between
them. Skocpol set herself an ambitious task: to
produce a theory of the origins and nature of
revolution grounded in detailed empirical study.
The result was a book, published as States and
Social Revolutions (1979), that is now one of the
classic studies of long-term social
transformation.

Skocpol’s explanation

Skocpol looked at the processes of revolution n
three different historical contexts: the 1789
French Revolution (1786-1800); the 1917
revolutions in Russia (1917-21) and the
revolutionary period in China (1911-49). Given
the essentially historical questions she asked,
her mam method was the use and careful
interpretation of a range of primary and
secondary documentary sources. Although
there are many differences between the three
cases of revolution, Skocpol argues that their
underlying structural causes are in fact similar.
She rejects the Marxist 1dea that revolutions are
the product of mass (class-based) movements
with deep grievances. Instead, she agrees with
the thesis that, 'revolutions are not made, they
come’, That 1s, social revolutions are largely the
result of the unintended consequences of
mmtentional human action. Before the Russian
Revolution, for instance, various political groups
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Social unrest does not necessarily lead to revolution. It is unclear what the outcome of protests in Tibet

agamst Chinese rule will be,



were trying to overthrow the pre-existing
regime, but none of these — including the
Bolsheviks, who eventually came to power —
anticipated the revolution that occurred. A series
of clashes and confrontations gave rise to a
process of social transformation much deeper
and more radical than anyone had foreseen.

Skocpol's explanation is that all three
revolutions occurred in predominantly agrarian
societies and were made possible only when the
existing state structures (administrative and
military) were breaking down as they came
under intense competitive pressure from other
states. In this context, it was peasant revolts and
mass mobilizations that brought about social
revolutions in France, China and Russia. Thus
Skocpol arqued agamst the widespread notion
that peasants were not a 'revolutionary class'.
Some similarities with other revolutions 1n
Vietmam, Cuba, Mexico and Yugoslavia can also
be seen. Skocpol's causal explanation focuses
on state structures; as these began to break
down, a power vacuum was created and states
lost theilr legiimacy. enabling revolutionary
forces to take power.

Skocpol's research makes use of the ‘logic of
scientific experiment' for comparative studies,
outlined by John Stuart Mill in the mid-nineteenth
century. Skocpol adopts Mill's ‘'method of
similarity’, taking three similar events
(revolutions) in very different national contexts.
This allows her to look for possible key
similarities across the three cases which can be
identified as independent variables and thus,
help to explain the causes of political revolutions.

Critical points

Some of Skocpol’s critics have raised questions
about her thesis's structural argument. This, they
say, leaves httle room for active agency on the
part of people. How did peasant groups revolt?
Did leaders not play a part in the revolutions?

Asking and Answering Sociological Questions

Could things have turned out differently if
individual actors and groups had chosen
alternative courses of action? Are individuals so
powerless to influence change in the face of
structural pressures? A further criticisin is of
Skocpol's notion of ‘cause’ n this context. Some
have argued that what her arqument amounts to
is really a set of sophisticated generalizations in
relation to the cases she studied. And although
such generalizations work cuite well for these
specific cases, this is not the same thing as a
general causal theory of social revolutions. So,
critics say, despite setting out to discover the
underlying causes and nature of social
revolutions, in the end, Skocpol's study showed
that each revolution has to be studied in its own
right.

Contemporary significance

Skocpol's study has become a modern classic
for two reasons. First, it developed a powerful
causal explanation of revolutionary change,
which emphasized the underlying social
structural conditions of revolution. Such a strong
ceniral thesis was, nevertheless, underpinned by
very detailed analysis of primary and secondary
documentary sources. Hence, Skocpol
successfully demonstrated that comparative-
historical sociology could combine the study of
large-scale, long-term social change with the
empirical investigation of historical events ‘on
the ground'. In essence, she brought together
the macro- and microsociological aspects into
one theoretical framework. Second, Skocpol
made a very sigmificant contribution to our
understanding of revolutions. She showed that
there are enough similarities across different
revolutions to warrant pursuing general theories
of social change. In this way, her thesis helped to
bridge the gap between mainstream historical
studies and the sociology of revolutions.

the problems and pitfalls of real sociological
research - by looking once again at Laud
Humphreys’ Tearoom Trade.

One of the questions that Humphreys
wanted to answer was: ‘What kind of men
came to the tearooms?’ But it was very hard

for him to find this out, because all he could
really do in the toilets was observe. The
norm of silence in the toilets made it
difficult to ask any questions, or even to talk.
In addition, it would have been very odd if
he had begun to ask personal questions of
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people who basically wanted to be anony-
mous.

Humphreys’ solution was to try to find
out more about the men in the ‘tearooms’
using survey methods. Standing by the door
of the toilets, he would write down the car
number-plates of people who pulled up to
the car park and went into the toilets for sex.
He then gave the numbers to a friend
who worked at the Department of Motor
Vehicles, securing the addresses of the men.

Months later, Washington University in St
Louls, in the United States, where Laud was
working, was conducting a door-to-door
survey of sexual habits. Humphreys asked
the principal investigators in that survey if
he could add the names and addresses of
his sample of tearoom participants.
Humphreys then disguised himself as one
of the investigators and went to interview
these men at their homes, supposedly just
to ask only the survey questions but actually
also to learn more about their socjal back-
grounds and lives. He found that most of
these men were married and otherwise led
very conventional lives. He often inter-
viewed wives and other family members as
well.

THINKING CRITICALLY N

Do you think Zimbardo's project would
be allowed today? On reflection, should
such projects be allowed in sociology at

all? Considering Laud Humphreys'

study of tearooms and Zimbardo's
prison experiment, can the knowledge
benefits of a research study ever justify

compromising a researcher’s own

ethical position?
.

Restating the obvious?

Because sociologists often study things that
we have some personal experience of, one
can sometimes wonder if sociology is
merely ‘a painful elaboration of the obvious'
(Wright 2000). Is sociology merely a restate-
ment, in abstract jargon, of things we

already know? Is it simply the tedious defini-
tion of social phenomena with which we are
already familiar? Sociology at its worst can
be all of these things, but it is never appro-
priate to judge any discipline by what its
worst practitioners do. In fact, good sociol-
ogy sharpens our understanding of the
obvious (Berger 1963) or it completely
transforms our common sense. In either
event, good sociology is neither tedious nor
a restatement of the obvious. Discussions of
a new topic in this text sometimes begin
with definitions of things that you may
already understand. It is necessary for any
academic discipline to define its terms.
However, when we define a family, for
example, as a unit of people who are related
to one another, we do so not as an endpoint
but instead as a beginning. Without defining
our terms, we often cannot move forward to
sharper levels of understanding later on -
good sociology never defines terms as an
end in itself.

The influence of sociology

Sociological research is rarely of interest
only to the intellectual community of soci-
ologists. For a start, much sociological
research funding comes from government
sources and is directly linked to social issues
and problems. Many studies of crime and
deviance, for example, target specific
offences or types of offender with a view to
gaining a better knowledge so that the social
problems associated with crime can be
tackled more effectively. Sociologists also
work with voluntary agencies, public bodies
and businesses, bringing their research
skills to bear on matters of interest not just
to the sociologist. A fair amount of this work
is applied social research, which does not
simply aim to produce better knowledge,
but also seeks to inform interventions
aimed at improving social life. A study of the
effects on children of parental alcohol use,
for example, may be interested in whether a
particular treatment programme has any
effect on reducing alcoholism. Sociology's
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impact is not restricted to policy-oriented
research, however.

The results of sociological research are
often disseminated throughout society.
Sociology, it must be emphasized, is not just
the study of societics; it is a significant
element in the continuing life of those soci-
eties. Take the transformations taking place
in relation to marriage, sexuality and the
family (discussed in chapters 9 and 14). Few
people do not have some knowledge of
these changes, as a result of the filtering
down of sociological research. Our thinking
and behaviour are affected by sociological
knowledge in complex and often subtle
ways, thus reshaping the very field of sacio-

v poinf

Sociologists investigate social life by posing
distinct questions and trying to find the
answers to these by systematic research.
These questions may be factual, comparative,
developmental or theoretical.

All research begins from a research problem,
which interests or puzzles the investigator.
Gaps in the existing literature, theoretical
debates, or practical issues in the social world
may suggest research problems. There are a
number of clear steps in the development of
research strategies — although these are rarely
followed exactly in actual research.

A causal relationship between two events or
situations is one in which one event or
situation brings about the other. This is more
problematic than it seems at first. Causation
must be distinguished from correlation, which
refers to the existence of a regular
relationship between two variables. A variable
can be differences in age, income, crime
rates, etc. We need to also distinguish
independent variables from dependent
variables. An independent variable is a
variable that produces an effect on another.
Sociologists often use controls to ascertain a
causal relationship.
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logical investigation. A way of describing
this phenomenon, using the technical
concepts of sociology, is to say that sociol-
ogy stands in a ‘reflexive relation’ to the
human beings whose behaviour is studied.
Reflexivity, as we shall see in chapter 3,
describes the interchange between socio-
logical research and human behaviour. We
should not be surprised that sociological
findings often correlate closely with
common sense. The reason is not simply
that sociology comes up with findings
we knew alreadys; it is, rather, that sociologi-
cal research continually influences what
our common-sense knowledge of society
actually is.

In fieldwork or participant observation, the
researcher spends lengthy periods of time
with a group or community being studied.
Survey research involves sending or
administering questionnaires to samples of a
larger population. Documentary research uses
printed materials, from archives or other
resources, as a source for information. Other
research methods include experiments,
biographical methods, historical analysis and
comparative research.

Each of these various methods of research has
its limitations. For this reason, researchers will
often combine two or more methods in their
work, each being used to check or
supplement the material obtained from the
others. This process is called triangulation.
Sociological research often poses ethical
dilemmas. These may arise either where
deception is practised against those who are
the subjects of the research, or where the
publication of research findings might
adversely affect the feelings or lives of those
studied. There is no entirely satisfactory way
to deal with these issues, but all researchers
have to be sensitive to the dilemmas they
pose.
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Further reading

Books on research methods are very
numerous, especially those pitched at
introductory level students. This selection is
therefore merely the tip of a large iceberg of
literature.

Novice researchers need a text that is both
informative and practical, so something like
Judith Bell’s Doing Your Research Project: A
Guide for First-time Researchers in Education,
Health and Social Science, 4th edn
(Buckingham: Open University Press, 2007)
is a very good place to begin thinking about
and planning a research project. Similarly,
Keith E Punch’s Introduction to Social
Research: Quantitative and Qualitative
Approaches, 2nd edn (London: Sage
Publications, 2005) does exactly what it says
and covers a lot of issues and debates. Gary
D. Bouma and Rod Ling's The Research
Process, Fifth Edition (Melbourne: Oxford
University Press, 2005) is also an excellent
introduction to research methods.

For something more sophisticated and
comprehensive, you could then try Alan

Bryman'’s Social Research Methods, 3rd edn
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008),
which has become very widely adopted by
lecturers for their research methods courses.
Tim May’s Social Research: Issues, Methods and
Process, 3rd edn (Buckingham: Open
University Press, 2003) is a similarty much-
used and reliable guide.

One other book worth looking at is Darrell
Huff's How to Lie with Statistics (London:
Penguin Books Ltd, 1991), which is
apparently the best-selling statistics book
ever written (see J. M. Steele, ‘Darrell Huff
and fifty years of how to lie with statistics’,
Statistical Science, 20/3 (2005): 205-9). This is
probably because its irreverent tone makes it
attractive to students. It is, however, an
excellent guide to the misuse of statistical
information in society, which carries a
serious message.

Finally, a good dictionary is usually a good
investment, so Victor Jupp’s The SAGE
Dictionary of Social Research Methods
(London: Sage Publications, 2006) is well
worth consulting.
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Internet links

Ipsos MORI — a merged company (Ipsos UK and
MOR]I) focusing on market research and social
research:

www.ipsos-mori.com/

Intute - social science web resources for educa-
tion and research:
www.intute.ac.uk/socialsciences/

UK National Statistics Online, which includes
lots of survey research, but other types as well:
www.statistics.gov.uk/default.asp

The UK Data Archive — a centre of expertise in
relation to the collection and storage of data on
a variety of subjects:

www.data-archive.ac.uk/

CESSDA - Council of European Social Science
DataArchives - houses many social science data
archives from across Europe covering many
types of research:
www.nsd.uib.no/cessda/home.html
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n chapter 1 we saw that, like other scientific disciplines, sociologists need to
Idevise abstract interpretations — theories - to explain the variety of facts and
evidence they collect in their research studies. They also need to adopt a theo-
retical approach at the outset of their empirical studies if they are to formulate
adequate research questions and narrow down the search for evidence. But
sociological theorizing does not take place in a vacuum outside the wider soci-
ety. This is clear from the questions posed by the discipline’s founders, which
were closely tied to some of the major social issues of the day. For example,
Marx sought to explain the dynamics of the capitalist economy and the causes

of poverty and social inequality. Durkheim’s studies investigated the character
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of industrial society and the process of
secularization. Weber tried to explain the
emergence of capitalism and the conse-
quences of modern bureaucratic forms of
organization. And all three were concerned
to understand what was unique about
modern societies and where they were
heading. Some sociologists continue to be
motivated today by these ‘big questions’

However, the central problems within
societies seem to be changing, as are the soci-
ological theories that aim to understand and
explain them. What are the social and politi-
cal consequences of globalization? How and
why are gender relations being transformed?
What is the future for multicultural societies?
Indeed, what is the future for human popula-
tions across the world in the light of dire
scientific forecasts of global warming and
other environmental problems? In order to
address these new issues, sociologists have
been forced to re-evaluate the utility of the
classical perspectives and, where these are
found wanting, to develop novel theories of
their own. We will look at some of the latter in
this chapter. Before that, we have to establish
why a chapter dedicated to theory is needed
and what you should expect from it.

So what is left to do? This chapter rounds
offaninterlinked block of three at the start of
the book. Taken together, the block provides
a basic introduction to the discipline of soci-
ology. In chapter 1 we explored what sociol-
ogy — the study of human societies — adds to
the sum total of scientific knowledge. Chap-
ter 2 then presented some of the main
research methods and techniques which
sociologists use in their research - their
‘tools of the trade) as it were, And in this
chapter, we provide arelatively brief account
of the history and development of sociologi-
cal theorizing, along with some of the
central problems that have exercised gener-
ations of sociologists since the nineteenth
century. For all newcomers to sociology,
such an historical perspective is vital. Not
only will it help readers to understand better
how the discipline emerged and changed
into its current state, butit should prevent us

all from trying too hard to reinvent the (theo-
retical) wheel, when there is no need to do
so. Critics of sociological theorizing — more
than a few from within the discipline itself -
complain that too many 'new’ theories are
really ‘old’ theories dressed up in new
language. But an awareness of the develop-
ment of sociological theory can help us to
avoid falling into this particular trap.
Coming to terms with the array of theo-
ries and perspectives in sociology is chal-
lenging for those new to the discipline. It
would be much easier if sociology had a
central theory around which all sociologists
could work, and for a time in the 1950s and
'60s, the structural functionalist approach
of Talcott Parsons did come close to being
that central theory. However, as we saw in
chapter 1, this is just not the case today, as
the present period of sociological theorizing
is characterized by a diversity of theoretical
approaches and perspectives. And of
course, with such diversity comes more
competition and disagreement. All this
makes the task of evaluating competing
theories more difficult than it once was, but
you should not be put off. Sociological theo-
ries are necessary because without theory
our understanding of social life would be
very weak. Good theories help us to arrive at
a deeper understanding of socicties and to
explain the social changes that affect us all.
Robert K. Merton (1957) argued strongly
for ‘middle-range’ theories that try to
explain a specific aspect of social life, rather
than grand theories aiming to explain large-
scale social structures or the historical
development of modern societies (see
chapter 1). One reason why we might well
agree with Merton is that itis very difficult to
test grand theories by empirical research.
But sociology can easily accommodate both
types. Indeed, the insights we can garner
from grand theories often makes the
difficulties associated with empirical testing
well worth the effort. Over the last decade or
two, we have seen something of a return to
grand theorizing as social scicntists try to
understand the momentous socjal, political
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1750
1800 Auguste Comte (1798—-1857) Harriet Martineau (1802-76)
1850 Karl Marx (1818-83)
1900 Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)
Max Weber (1864-1920)
Georg Simmel (1858-1918)
1930 George H. Mead (1863—1931) Alfred Schutz (1899-1959)
Chicago School (1920s) Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937)
1940 Talcott Parsons (1902-79)
Frankfurt School (1930)
Simone de Beauvoir (1908-86)
1950 Robert Merton (1910-2003)
1960 Erving Goffman (1922-82)
Betty Friedan (1921-2006)
Howard Becker (1928—)
Harold Garfinkel (1917- ) Norbert Elias (1897-1990)
1970 Jiirgen Habermas (1929-)
1980 Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) Immanuel Wallerstein (1930-)
1990 Anthony Giddens (1938- ) Ulrich Beck (1944 ) Judith Butler (1956-)
Vandana Shiva (1952-) :
2000 Manuel Castells (1942-)
Key:

Selected theorists associated with or inspired by the different sociological

perspectives are identified thus:

Philosophical thinkers
B Functionalism
B Marxism
w Interactionism
® Feminism
Postmodernism/poststructuralism
® Theoretical syntheses

Figure 3.1 Chronology of major soc1ologica1 theorists and schools, 1750-2000

and technological transformations of recent
times (Skinner 1990). Such an enterprise has
been part of the sociological tradition from
the start, and it appears ever more neces-
sary for it to continue in the rapidly global-
izing world we live in today.

Next, we trace the emergence of sociolog-
ical theory and the establishment of the

discipline of sociology through the work of
the ‘classical founders’ and the traditions of
enquiry they began. We then explore some
key theoretical issues around which
debates in sociological theory have
focused, before ending the chapter with a
look at the way in which the rapid and wide-
ranging social changes since the 1970s have

g
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forced sociologists to devise new
approaches to their theorizing. Figure 3.1
provides a simple chronological chart,
which illustrates the emergence and devel-
opment of sociological theories and
perspectives through certain influential
theorists and schools. The place of individ-
uals in the time-sequence is determined
roughly by the date of their major publica-
tion(s) and the place of schools by their date
of formation. This is of course merely a
selection and is not intended to be exhaus-
tive. The chart aims to provide some key
theoretical signposts, which can be referred
to throughout the chapter and, indeed, the
book as a whole.

THINKING CRITICALLY )

Read carefully and reflect on the
simplified chronology of theorists and
schools in figure 3.1. Why do you think

there seem to be more aftempts to
produce theoretical syntheses, mixing
elements from the different
perspectives, at the present time than

there were in the past?
. /

Towards sociology

As we saw in chapter 1, a sociological
perspective was made possible by two revo-
lutionary transformations. The Industrial
Revolution of the Jate eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries radically transformed the
material conditions of life and the ways of
making livings forever, bringing with it,
initially at least, many new social problems
such as urban overcrowding, poor sanita-
tion and accompanying disease and indus-
trial pollution on an unprecedented scale.
Social reformers looked for ways to mitigate
and solve such problems, which led them to
carry out research and gather evidence on
the extent and nature of the problems to
reinforce their case for change.

The French Revolution of 1789 marked
the symbolic endpoint of the older Euro-
pean agrarian regimes and absolute

monarchies as republican ideals of free-
dom, liberty and citizenship rights came to
the fore. This revolution is often seen as, in
part, the outcome of mid-eighteenth-
century European Enlightenment ideas
that challenged religious and traditional
authorities and promoted philosophical
and scientific notions of reason, rationality
and critical thinking as the keys to progress
in human affairs.

Enlightenment philosophers saw the
advancement of reliable knowledge in the
natural sciences, particularly in astronomy;,
physics and chemistry, as showing the way
forward for the study of social life. The
English physicist, Sir Isaac Newton
(1643-1727), was singled out as an exemplary
scientist whose notions of Natural Law and
scientific method appealed to Enlighten-
ment scholars, who argued that such laws
could be found (and should be sought using
similar methods) in social and political life as
well.

Positivism and social evolution

Auguste Comte saw the science of society
(which he termed ‘sociology’) as essentially
similar to natural science. His positivist
approach was based on the principle of
direct observation, which could be
explained by theoretical statements based
on establishing causal, law-like generaliza-
tions. The task of sociology, according to
Comte, was to gain reliable knowledge of
the social world in order to make predic-
tions about it, and, on the basis of those
predictions, to intervene and shape social
life in progressive ways. Comte’s positivist
philosophy was clearly inspired by what he
saw as the fabulous predictive power of the
natural sciences. Anyone who has watched
(probably on television) NASA’s space shut-
tles taking off and spending days orbiting
the Earth before landing in the manner of an
aeroplane has witnessed this predictive
power in action. Thinking about the differ-
ent types of accurate knowledge that are
required to achieve such a feat of science



and engineering shows why the natural
sciences are held in high regard.

But could such reliable, predictive
knowledge ever be achieved in relation to
human beings? Most sociologists today
think not and even fewer would use the
term ‘positivist’ to describe their own work.
Probably the main reason why so many
sociologists reject Comtean positivism is
because they see the idea of shaping and
controlling people and societies as impos-
sible, potentially dangerous or both. Critics
say that self-conscious human beings
cannot be studied in the same way as, say,
frogs, because they are capable of acting in
ways that confound our predictions about
them. But even if Comte was right and
humans could be scientifically studied,
their behaviour forecast and interventions
made to direct it in positive directions, who
would decide what constitutes a ‘positive
direction’? Scientists themselves? Politi-
cians? Religious authorities? The twentieth
century saw many attempts to control
human populations, including those of
hard-line communist regimes based on
‘scientific Marxism’ and fascist govern-
ments drawing on theories of ‘scientific
racism’ to justify mass murder. Social
scientists today cannot un-know the
appalling human consequences of such
uses of scientific theories and there has
been increasing scepticism about Comte’s
notion of sociology as a predictive science.

Nevertheless, although Comte is not held
in particularly high regard by most sociolo-
gists today, it is important to remember his
formative role in establishing the case for a
science of society.

See chapter 1,‘What is Sociology?’, for a
wider discussion of Comte’s ideas.

Comte’s ideas were extremely influential
and his theory of the development of the
sciences was an inspiration to other
thinkers working with theories of evolution-
ary social development. Comte saw cach
science as passing through three stages: the
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theological (or religious), the metaphysical
(or philosophical) and finally the positive
(or scientific), with each stage representing
a form of human mental development. He
argued that the history of the sciences
demonstrated this pattern of movement,
with social life being the last area to move
into the positive stage and sociology the
final discipline.

English philosopher and sociologist
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) drew on
Comte’s ideas and was among the first to
argue that, just as the world of nature was
subject to biological evolution, so societies
were subject to social evolution. This took
the form of structural differentiation —
through which simple societies develop
over time into more and more complex
forms with an increasingly diverse array of
separate social institutions; and functional
adaptation — the way that societies accom-
modate themselves to their environment.
Spencer argued that it was through struc-
tural differentiation that societies became
functionally better adapted, and the
industrial societies of the nineteenth
century were essentially demonstrating a
form of social evolution, emerging out of
the more static and hierarchical societies
that preceded them. Spencer also thought
that the principle of 'survival of the fittest’
applied in social as well as biological
evolution, and he was not in favour of state
intervention to support the vulnerable or
disadvantaged (Taylor 1992).

Although Spencer’s theory of social
evolution was widely known and his books
were well received in his lifetime, like many
other evolutionary theories in sociology, in
the twentieth century his work fel into
decline within the discipline and few soci-
ology courses now make more than passing
reference to him. His fate stands in stark
contrast to another of the grand theorists of
the nineteenth century, Karl Marx, whose
influence, not only on sociclogy, but
also on world history itself, it is hard to
overestimate.

13



| 14

THEORIES AND PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIOLOGY

Kar]l Marx: the capitalist

revolution

In chapter 1, Marx’s basic ideas on class
conflict and social change were introduced
and at this point you may want to refresh
your knowledge of these. Marx and his
collaborator, Friedrich Engels, never
considered themselves professional sociol-
ogists. They did seek a scientific under-
standing of society, however, and, from this,
an explanation of long-term social change.
Marx viewed the emergence of his social
scientific work as marking a break with
philosophy and philosophical forms of
thought. He argued that ‘the philosophers
have only interpreted the world in various
ways, the point however is to change it His
interest in and commitment to the Euro-
pean industrial working class was closely
linked to his studies of capitalism and its
workings.

Marx’s theoretical approach:
historical materialism

Marx's work is important for sociology in a
number of ways and references to it will
occur regularly throughout this book, but
we will concentrate on just one aspect in
this chapter: his analysis of capitalism,
which is part of his broader theory of class
conflicts as being the driving force of
history. This ‘grand theory' has formed the
basis of many later research studies and
theoretical developments in sociology and
the social sciences. Recognizably ‘Marxist’
ideas also formed the basis of many political
movements and governments in the twenti-
eth century, including the communist
regimes of the former Soviet Union, Eastern
Europe, Cuba, Vietnam and China.

Marx’s theoretical perspective is some-
times referred to as historical materialism;
more accurately perhaps, it is a materialist
conception of history. This means that
Marx is opposed to idealism, a philosophi-
cal doctrine which says that the historical
development of societies is driven by
abstract ideas or ideals, like freedom and

democracy. Instead, Marx argues that the
dominant ideas and ideals of an age are
reflections of the dominant way of life,
specifically of a society’s mode of produc-
tion. For example, in an age when absolute
monarchs reigned, it is not surprising that
the dominant ideas suggested that kings
and queens had a ‘divine right [from God] to
rule’; in our own age of free-market capital-
ism, it is again unsurprising that the domi-
nantideas are those of sovereign individuals
who ‘make free choices’. As Marx argues, the
dominant ideas of an age are those of the
ruling groups. Marx’s ‘historical material-
ism’ is, therefore, primarily concerned with
how people work collectively to produce a
life together. How do they produce food,
shelter and other material goods and what
kind of division of labour exists which
enables them to do s0?

THINKING CRITICALLY

What is your own assumption about
soctial change? Can ideas change
history? Marx suggests not, but can you
think of any examples where theories
and ideas have had the effect of
changing society? How might Marxists
respond? How would an historical
materialist explanation differ from the
idealist one?

. S/

Successive modes of production:
a successful grand theory?

Marx’s historical studies led him to argue
that there had been a very long, but struc-
tured, historical development of human
societies. In the ancient past, small-scale
human groups existed with no developed
system of property ownership. Instead, all
the resources acquired were communally
owned and no class divisions were present.
Marx called this a form of primitive commu-
nism. As the production of these groups
increased, this mode of production was
effectively outgrown and a new mode
emerged, this time with some private prop-
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Marx argued that as workers were brought together in large numbers, class-consciousness

would develop.

erty ownership (including slavery), such as
in ancient Greece and Rome. From here,
societies developed based on settled agri-
culture and feudal property relations. The
European system of feudalisrm was based on
a class division between landowners and
landless peasants and tenant farmers, who
were forced to work for the landowners in
order to survive.

But the feudal mode of production also
reached its productive limitations and the
system gave way to the capitalist society
with which we are now familiar. The first
capitalists began to invest in workshops and
manufacturing in the sixteenth century; by
the time of the French Revolution in 1789,
they had grown numerous and powerful
enough to become a revolutionary force in
history.

Under capitalism, class antagonisms
were greatly simplified, with society ‘split-
ting into two great camps’ — the property
owners (capitalists or the bourgeoisie) and
the workers (or proletariat). The capitalist
revolution broke the bounds of traditional
feudal production systems, demanding a
new discipline and long hours from workers
so that capitalists could extract a profit from
using their labour power. Marx produces a
glowingaccount of capitalism. In its first 100
years it had ‘created more massive and more
colossal productive forces than have all
preceding generations together’ (Marx and
Engels 2001(1848]). Capitalism has been a
genuinely revolutionary mode of produc-
tion. But such achievements have been
based on terrible exploitation of workers
and, consequently, inevitable and endemic
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The apparent ‘failure’ of the European working
classes to overthrow capitalism and install
communist regimes, the rise of fascism and
Nazism in the 1530s and the ‘corruption’ of
communism within the Soviet Union and its allies
all presented later Marxists with a dilemma. Is
Marx's theory still adequate for understanding
the development of capitalism or not? If it is,
then an orthodox form of Marxism remains
valuable. But if not, then new forms of Marxist
theory (neo-Marxism) will be needed, which
may have to break with some of Marx's original
ideas.

Marxist thought, in fact, developed in several
directions over the twentieth century, particularly
amongst ‘Western Marxists', who rejected the
Soviet version of communism (Kolakowski 2005).
One group of Marxists within Western Marzism
has been especially influential — namely the
Frankfurt School of critical theory. Originally

_ Neo-Marxism: the Frankfurt School of critical theory

based at the Institute for Social Research n
Frankfurt under the directorship of Max
Horkheimer, many critical theorists were forced
out of Germany when the National Socialists
expelled around one-third of the University’s
staff, resulting in their relocation to Europe and
America. The Nazis systematically undermined
universities and removed or forced out many
Jewish intellectuals.

Drawing on the ideas of Marx, Freud and the
philosophy of Immanuel Kant, the Frankfurt
School produced a series of important studies of
capitalism, fascism, mass culture and the
emerging consumer society in the USA. For
example, Theodore Adorno (1976 [1950]) and
his colleagues analysed the emergence and
popularity of fascism as, in part, a consequence
of the rise of an authoritanan personality-type,
susceptible to the attractions of a strong leader.
Herbert Marcuse's One-Dimensional Man (1964)




distinguished between ‘real’ human needs and
the many ‘false’ needs produced by the
consumer form of industrial capitalism with its
seductive advertising, which suppressed
people’s ability to think critically, instead
producing a one-dimensional and uncritical
form of thinkang.

In studies such as these, we can see the
Franldurt thinkers attempting to come to terms
with a very different form of capitalism from that
which Marx had investigated. At the same time,
the optimistic Marxist vision of a working-class
revolution began to fade, as the obstacles to
revolution seemed to mount up in the consumer-
centred capitalist societies.

The latest critical theorist to exert an influence
m sociology is the German social philosopher
Jurgen Habermas. Amongst other things,
Habermas devised a theory of 'communicative
action' based on the deceptively simple notion
that when people make statements to each other
(he calls these ‘speech acts'), they expect to be
understood. But much of the time, he argues,
asymmetrical power relations in society work

alienation amongst the industrial work-

force.
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systematically to distort such communication,
giving rise to fundamental misunderstandings
and a lack of genuine debate and
communication. The solution is not to abandon
modern ways of rational thinking, as some
postmodern thinkers would have 1t, but to
deepen our modernity by defending and
extending democracy and eliminating the huge
inequalities of power and status that prevent
proper human communication. Habermas
continues to this day to work in the tradition of
neo-Marxist critical theory.

Since the collapse of the communist bloc
countries of Eastern Europe following the fall of
the Berlin Wall in 1989, and the ending of the
Soviet Union'’s communist regime in 1991, Marx's
1deas, and Marxist theories generally, have lost
ground in sociology. Some have even talked of a
crisis in Marxist thought as a result of the demise
of actually existing socialism and communism
(Gamble 1999). However, a broadly Marxist
analysis of capitalist economies continues to play
a part in debates about the direction of
contemporary soclal change.

about by industrialization could be resolved
within the system itself. For Marx, a theory

Just like feudalism, Marx expected capi-
talism itself to give way to another mode of
production, communism, brought about
by disaffected workers who develop class-
consciousness {an awareness of their
exploited position) in which private prop-
erty is abolished and communal social
relations are established. Unlike primitive
communism though, modern commu-
nism would have all the benefits of the
highly productive capitalist system at its
disposal. This would be an advanced,
humane and sophisticated form of
communism, which was able to deliver on
the communist principle ‘from each,
according to his [sic] ability, to each,
according to his need’ (Marx 1978[1875)).

Evaluation

Marx’s theory of capitalism has been impor-
tant for sociology. It challenged the carly
assumption that the problems brought

of industrialism per se makes no sense.
Industrial development required industrial-
ists, and these were capitalist entrepre-
neurs. To understand the industrial system
as debated and discussed by Comte and
Spencer also means being able to grasp the
new structural social relationships: capital-
istic social relationships, favouring a few
and disadvantaging the majority. Marx’s

THINKING CRITICALLY W

What is your own answer to why the
communist revolution, forecast by Marx,
has not materialized? List all the factors

that may have prevented the working
class from revolting against capitalism.
How serious is the absence of Marxist-
style revolution for Marxist theory? Can
we now say that the theory has been
definitively falsified?
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perspective also provides a useful reminder
that factories, workshops and offices, along
with computers, robots and the Internet, do
not simply materialize from thin air, They
are the products of social relations, which
can be riven with conflict rather than
agreement.

Marx also shows that grand theorizing
can be helpful. The concept of a mode of
production is a useful one, insofar as it
allows us to place the welter of historical
evidence into a common framework, which
is then easier to understand. Many social
scientists have worked with this framework,
expanding, refining or criticizing it since
Marx’s death. Many continue to do so even
today. Though Marx’s theory may be flawed,
most sociologists would agree that discover-
ing those flaws has been immensely fruitful
for sociology as a whole.

However, Marx’s work also illustrates the
main problem with grand theories - namely
the difficulty of subjecting them to empirical
testing. How could this thesis be tested
against the available evidence? What would
we have to find in order conclusively to prove
it to be wrong or to falsify it? Does the fact
that a communist revolution has not - so far
- happened in the highly industrialized
countries show that the theory’s central
prediction was misguided? If so, does that
also mean that other aspects of it are simi-
larly wrong-headed? What about the histori-
cal materialist approach in general —is it, too,
badly flawed? How long should we wait for
the revolution to occur, before discarding the
theory? Later Marxists have sought to explain
exactly why a global communist revolution
has not occurred and in doing so have been
forced to modify Marx’s ideas. ‘Classic Stud-
ies 3.1’ looks at one especially influential
group, whose theories have influenced the
development of conflict sociology.

Comte, Spencer, Marx and other early
theorists laid some of the foundations for

sociology’s development. But in the period
they lived through, there was no formal
discipline of sociology, nor did the subject
have any institutional presence within
universities. [f socinlogy was to become part
of Comte’s ‘hierarchy of the sciences’, then it
needed to carve out a place alongside the
natural sciences in the academy, where a
sociological training could be offered to
students. In short, sociology needed to
become respectable, and Emile Durkheim’s
work in France went a long way towards
achieving this aim. However, it took much
longer for sociology to become u firmly
established subject within universities.

[Tl

Emile Durkheim: the social level

of reality

Durkheim is a pivotal figure in the develop-
ment of academic sociology. Following a
conventional philosophical training, he
moved decisively away from philosophy -
which he saw as too far removed from the
big issues of the day - and towards social
science, which he perceived to be closer to
making clear what were the main moral
questions facing French society.
Durkheim’s first academic position was at
the University of Bordeaux, where he
raught sociology and education, or ‘peda-
gogy’. While he was in Bordeaux, he
published widely and was the first French
scholar to be promoted to Professor of
Social Science. In 1902 Durkheim'’s reputa-
tion took him to the prestigious Sorbonne,
The University of Paris, and in 1906 he
became Professor of the Science of Educa-
tion. Seven years later, Durkheim became
the first ever Professor of the Science of
Education and Sociology (Coser 1977).
Sociology finally had a foothold within the
academic cstablishment.

The second aspect of Durkheim’s
influence on modern sociology was in rela-
tion to the nature of the discipline itself.
Durkheim saw that the study of specifically
social phenomena was needed whenever
research into people’s actions went beyond



their individual interactions. Social institu-
tions and social forms - such as social
movements or the family ~ outlive the
particular individuals who inhabit them
and they therefore must have a reality of
their own. This reality cannot adequately be
understood by an individualistic psychol-
ogy or abstract philosophical speculation,
but demands a genuinely sociological
explanation. In Durkheim’s terms, what we
call ‘the social’ is a level of reality in its own
rightthat cannot be reduced to mere action,
nor is it a simple aggregate of individual
consciousnesses.

This explains why Durkheim focused on
group phenomena and social facts such as
comparative suicide rates (see chapter 1),
social solidarity and religion. In his view, the
psychology of individuals was not the
proper subject for sociologists to study. Just
one example of this perspective can be seen
in The Division of Labour in Society (1893),
where Durkheim outlined his now famous
distinction between the mechanical forms
of solidarity found in Jess complex societies
and the organicsolidarity that characterizes
large-scale, modern, industrial societies.
Mechanical solidarity exists when individu-
alism is minimized and the individual is
subsumed within the collectivity. By
contrast, organic solidarity is generated by
the extensive division of labour within
industrial societies, which tends to produce
differences rather than similarities.

Durkheim therefore rejected the idea —
common at the time and since - that
modern industrialism inevitably destroys
social solidarity and threatens the social
fabric of society. In fact, said Durkheim,
stronger bonds of mutual interdependence
are created under organic forms of solidar-
ity, which hold out the potential for a better
balance between individual differences and
collective purpose. Here we can see how
Durkheim’s scientific sociological analysis is
closely tied to the moral and social prob-
lems of the day - how can industrial soci-
eties hold together in an age of increasing
individualism?
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Evaluation

As we saw in chapter 1, Durkheim’s
approach to sociology is known as function-
alism; the study of society and the way its
institutions connect together and change.
And though functionalism has been very
influential in socioclogy in the past, today itis
in retreat. There are several reasons why.

First, many critics have argued that func-
tionalism is good at explaining consensus —
why societies hold together and share a
common morality — but it is much less able
to explain conflict and radical social change.
Others argue that Durkheimian functional-
ism seems to prioritize socleties’ constraints
over people and does not allow enough
room for the creative actions of individuals.
Finally, functional analysis tends to impute
purposes and needs to society itself. For
example, we might say that the function of
the education system is to train young
people for the needs of a modern society.
This functionalist argument seems to
suggest that societies can have ‘needs’ in the
same way the people do. But is this really an
adequate form of explanation? Modern
economies may well require certain skills
from people, but is the present education
system the only or even the best way to
provide for them? What we really want to
know is how, exactly, the modern education
system came into being. How did it develop
over time into its present form, and could
things have been different? Functionalism
does not prioritize such questions.

THINKING CRITICALLY )

Reflecting on Durkheim's ideas, what
did he mean by ‘social facts’ and in what
ways are they ‘thing-like’? Durkheim
rejected the idea that sociologists
should study individual psychology. Do
you agree with him or are there good
reasons why sociologists should be
interested in the psyche of the human
individual? What reasons can
you suggest?

19
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Twentieth-century structural
functionalism

In the 1940s, '50's and '60s, a version of
functionalist theory, structural functional-
ism, became the central paradigm of sociol-
ogy. Although the perspective was never
totally dominant, it is hard for students
today, who may be used to the idea that
sociology as a discipline is inevitably plural-
istic, argumentative and theoretically
diverse, to appreciate just how different
doing sociology was at that time. Sociology
and structural functionalism were often
seen as one and the same thing (Davis
1949). Two American sociologists particu-
larly stand out during this period: Robert
Merton and his mentor Talcott Parsons.
Parsons combined the ideas of
Durkheim, Weber and Vilfredo Pareto into
his own brand of structural functionalism,
which began from the so-called, ‘problem of
social order’ (Lee and Newby 1983). This
problem asks how society can hold together
when all the individuals within it are self-
interested and pursue their own wants and
needs, often at the expense of others.

Philosophers like Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679) answered this by saying that
the emergence of the modern state, with all
of its policing and military powers, was the
crucial factor. The state protected all indi-
viduals from one another and from external
enemies but, in return, citizens were
required to accept the state’s legitimate
right to exercise its powers. An informal
contract existed between state and each
individual.

Parsons rejected this solution. He saw
that people’s conformity to social rules was
not simply produced through the negative
fear of punishment; instead, people
conformed in positiveways, teaching others
society’s moral rules and norms of behav-
iour. Such positive commitment to an
orderly society showed, says Parsons, that
social rules are not merely an external force
acting on individuals, but have become
internalized via the continual process of
socialization. Society does not simply exist
‘out there’ but exists ‘in here’ as well.

Having established the primacy of a soci-
ological understanding of social order,

The social system
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What is the main social function of ceremonies and rituals such as rain dances? Can you think
of any ceremonies which perform similar functions in modern societies?

Parsons turned his attention to the func-
tioning of the social system itself. To do this,
he devised a model based on identifying the
needs of the system, known as the AGIL
paradigm (Parsons and Smelser 1956}.
Parsons argued that if a social system is to
continue, then there are four basic func-
tions it must perform. First, it must be capa-
ble of adapting to its environment and
gather enough resources to do so. Second, it
must set out and put in place goals to be
attained and the mechanisms for their
achievement. Third, the system must be
integrated and the various sub-systems
must be coordinated effectively. Finally, the
socjal system must have ways of preserving
and transmitting its values and culture to
new generations.

In less abstract terms, Parsons saw the
economic sub-system as performing an

adaptive function, the political sub-system
as setting society’s goals and means of
attaining them, the community sub-system
(‘societal community’) as doing integrative
work and the educational sub-system
{along with other socializing agencijes) as
transmitting culture and values - the
latency function (see figure 3.2). Clearly,
Parsons’s structural functionalism was a
form of systems theory, which tended to
give priority to the overall system and its
‘needs’. But it was always vulnerable to the
charge that it over-emphasized consensus
and agreement, while paying less attention
to fundamental conflicts of interest and
small-scale interactional processes,
through which social order and disorder are
produced and reproduced. The task of solv-
ing these problems passed to Robert
Merton, who pursued a version of Parsons’s



82

THEORIES AND PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIOLOGY

functionalism, but did so in a much more
critical way.

As we have already noted above, Merton
saw that while many sociological studies
focused on either the macro-level of society
as a whole or the micro-level of social inter-
actions, this polarization had failed to ‘fill in
the gaps’ between macro- and micro-levels.
To rectify this, Merton argued for middle-
range theories in particular areas or on
specific subjects. An excellent example from
his own work is his study of working-class
criminality and deviance. He set out to
explain why there was so much acquisitive
crime amongst the working classes. His
explanation was that in an American society
which promotes the cultural goal of mate-
rial success, but offers very few legitimate
opportunities for lower social-class groups,
working-class criminality represented an
adaptation to the social circumstances that
many young people found themselves in.
But the fact that they aimed to achieve the
kind of material success the system
promoted also meant that these people
were not evi] or incapable of being
reformed. Rather, it was the structure of
social life that was in need of reform.

This thesis shows that Merton did not
simply follow Parsons’s version of func-
tionalism, but actually tried to develop it
into new directions. In doing so, his
perspective moved closer to conflict
theory. He distinguished between manifest
and latent functions: the former are
observable consequences of action, the
latter are those aspects that remain unspo-
ken. In studying latent functions, Merton
argued, we can learn much more about the
way that societies work. For example, we
might observe a rain dance amongst tribal
people, the manifest function of which
appears to be to bring about rain. But if we
look deeper, we may find that the rain
dance often fails and yet continues to be
practised, because its latent function is to
build and sustain group solidarity.

Similarly, where Parsons had focused on
the functional aspects of society’s institu-

tions and legitimate forms of behaviour,
Merton argued that these also contained
certain dysfunctional elements. The exis-
tence of dysfunctions allowed Merton to
discuss the potential for conflicts within
society in ways that Parsons did not.

See chapter 21, ‘Crime and Deviance’,
for a more detailed discussion and
critique of Merton’s ideas.

What became of structural functional-
ism? Following the death of Parsons in
1979, Jeffrey Alexander (1985) sought to
revisit and revive the approach, aiming to
tackle its theoretical flaws to make it more
useful to modern sociology. But by 1997,
even Alexander was forced to concede that
the internal contradictions of neofunc-
tionalism meant that it was finished.
Instead, he argued for a new recon-
struction of sociological theory going
beyond functionalism (Alexander 1997).
Parsonian structural functionalism is, to
all intents and purposes, for the time
being at least, defunct within mainstream
sociology.

THINKING CRITICALLY h

What conclusions do you draw from the
rise and fall of structural functionalism?
What are the main problems with
Parsons's systems theory, and are such
theories appropriate for studying
human societies?

Nonetheless, some reference to the func-
tions of social institutions continues to
inform sociological research, and the
concept of ‘function’ in social analysis does
have a place. More importantly, Durkheim'’s
notion that sociology should take society’s
central problems and apply a sociological
perspective to our understanding of them is
a valuable one. It is typical of all of the early
sociological theorists and of many contem-
porary sociologists too. For example,
Parsons'’s ideas became so influential partly



because they spoke to the developed soci-
eties about their post-1945 situation, which
was one of gradually increasing affluence
and political consensus. But they lost ground
in the late 1960s and '70s as internal and
external social conflicts began to mount,
with new peace and anti-nuclear move-
ments, protests against the American war in
Vietnam and radical student movements
emerging across Europe and North America.
At that point, conflict theories came to be
perceived as more capable of understanding
and accounting for the situation.

As we will see later in the chapter, one
important reason why contemporary
theorists are seeking out new theoretical
directions is precisely because the central
problems of our societies have changed.
While the early sociologists tried to under-
stand industrialism, urbanization and
capitalism, a new series of issues faces
sociologists today. Globalization, multicul-
turalism and environmental degradation
are amongst the new central problems of
societies today and, arguably, these
demand different theories and perspec-
tives that take us away from the classical
traditions.

er. capiltalism and

In a major work, The Protestant Ethic and
the Spirit of Capitalism (1992 [1904-5]),
Weber set out to tackle a fundamental prob-
lem: why did capitalism develop in the West
and nowhere else? For some 13 centuries
after the fall of ancient Rome, other civiliza-
tions were much more prominent than the
West in world history. Europe, in fact, was a
rather insignificant area of the globe, while
China, India and the Ottoman Empire in the
Near East were all major powers. The
Chinese, in particular, were a long way
ahead of the West in terms of their level of
technological and economic development.
What happened to bring about a surge in
economic progress in Europe from the
seventeenth century onwards?
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To answer this question, Weber reasoned,
we must show what it is that separates
modern industry from earlier types of
economic activity We find the desire to
accumulate wealth in many different civi-
lizations, and this is not difficult to explain:
people have valued wealth for the comforts,
security, power and enjoyment it can bring.
They wish to be free of want, and, having
accumulated wealth, they use it to make
themselves comfortable.

Religion in the heart of capitalism?

If we look at the economic development of
the West, Weber argued, we find something
quite different: an attitude towards the
accumulation of wealth found nowhere else
in history. This attitude is what Weber called
the ‘spirit of capitalism’ - a set of beliefs and
values held by the first capitalist merchants
and industrialists. These people had a
strong drive to accumulate personal wealth.
Yet, quite unlike the wealthy elsewhere, they
did not seek to use their accumulated riches
to follow a luxurious lifestyle. Their way of
life was in fact self-denying and frugal; they
lived soberly and quietly, shunning the ordi-
nary manifestations of affluence. This very
unusual combination of characteristics,
Weber tried to show, was vital to early West-
ern economic development. For unlike the
wealthy in previous ages and in other
cultures, these groups did not dissipate
their wealth: instead, they reinvested it to
promote the further expansion of the enter-
prises they headed.

The core of Weber’s theory is that the atti-
tudes involved in the spirit of capitalism
derived from religion. Christianity in
general played a part in fostering such an
outlook, but the essential motivating force
was provided by the impact of Protes-
tantism and one variety of Protestantism in
particular: Puritanism. The early capitalists
were mostly Puritans, and many subscribed
to Calvinist views. Weber argued that certain
Calvinistic doctrines were the direct source
of the spirit of capitalism. One was the idea
that human beings are God’s instruments
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on earth, required by the Almighty to work
in a vocation - an occupation for the greater
glory of God.

A second important aspect of Calvinism
was the notion of predestination, according
to which only certain predestined individu-
als are to be among the ‘elect’ - to enter
heaven in the afterlife. In Calvin’s original
doctrine, nothing a person does on this
earth can alter whether he or she happens to
be one of the elect; this is pre-determined by
God. However, this belief caused such anxi-
ety among his followers that it was modified
to allow believers to recognize certain signs
of election.

Success in working in a vocation, indi-
cated by material prosperity, became the
main sign that a person was truly one of the
elect. A tremendous impetus towards
economic success was created among
groups influenced by these ideas. Yet this
was accompanied by the believer's need to
live a sober and frugal life. The Puritans
believed luxury to be an evil, so the drive to
accumulate wealth became joined to a
severe and unadorned lifestyle.

The early entrepreneurs had little aware-
ness that they were belping to produce
momentous changes in society; they were
impelled above all by religious motives. The
ascetic - that is, self-denying - lifestyle of
the Puritans has subsequently become an
intrinsic part of modern ctvilization. As
Weber wrote:

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling;
we are forced to do so. For when
asceticism was carried out of the monastic
cells into everyday life, and began to
dominate worldly morality, it did its part
in building the tremendous cosmos of the
modern economic order. . . . Since
asceticism undertook to remodel the
world and to work out its ideals in the
world, material goods have gained an
increasingly and finally an inexorable
power over the lives of men as at no
previous period in history. . . . The idea of
duty in one’s calling prowls about in our
lives like the ghost of dead religious
beliefs. (1992: 182)

Evaluation

Weber’s theory has been criticized from
many angles. Some have argued, for exam-
ple, that the outlook he called ‘the spirit of
capitalism’ can be discerned in the early
Italian merchant cities in the twelfth
century, long before Calvinism was ever
heard of. Others have claimed that the key
notion of ‘working in a vocation’, which
Weber associated with Protestantism,
already existed in Catholic beliefs. Yet the
essentials of Weber’s account are still
accepted by many and the thesis he
advanced remains as bold and illuminating
as it did when first formulated. If Weber’s
thesis is valid, then modern economic and
social development has been decisively
influenced by something that seems at first
sight utterly distant from it - a set of reli-
gious ideals. This is something that Marx
did not see within capitalist economic
relations.

Weber's theory meets several important
criteria in theoretical thinking in sociology.
First, it is counterintuitive — it suggests an
interpretation that breaks with what
comroon sense would suggest. The theory
thus develops a fresh perspective on the
issues it covers. Most authors before Weber
gave little thought to the possibility that reli-
gious ideas could have played a fundamen-
tal role in the origins of capitalism. Second,
the theory makes sense of something that is
otherwise puzzling: why individuals would
want to live frugally while making great
efforts to accumulate wealth. Third, the
theory is capable of illuminating circum-
stances beyond those it was originally devel-
oped to understand. Weber emphasized that
he was trying to understand only the early
origins of modern capitalism. Nonetheless,
it seems reasonable to suppose that parallel
values to those instilled by Puritanism might
be involved in other situations of successful
capitalist development. Finally, a good
theory is not just one that happens to be
valid. It is also one that is fruitful in terms of
how far it generates new ideas and stimu-
lates further research.



Weber’s theory, like Marx’s analysis of
capitalism, has certainly been highly
successful in these respects, providing the
springboard for a vast amount of subse-
quent research and theoretical analysis.
Weber’s approach to sociology also forms
the basis for the tradition known as interac-
tionism.

THINKING CRITICALLY N

Weber’s theory of the origins of
capitalism goes way beyond Merton'’s
concept of a ‘middle range theory’. But
could the available evidence ever
effectively test it? List all the elements
of capitalism described by Weber.
What, if anything, does this theory add
to our understanding of the nature,
character and likely future development

of modern capitalism?
AN J

Symbolic interactionism,
phenomenology and
ethnomethodology

Along with Max Weber, the American social
behaviourist George Herbert Mead is cred-
ited as laying the foundations for a general
approach to sociology called interactionism.
This is a general label covering all those
approaches that investigate the social inter-
actions amongst individuals, rather than
starting from society or its constituent social
structures. Interactionists often reject the
very idea that social structures exist objec-
tively or they just do not focus on them at all.
Herbert Blumer (who coined the term
‘symbolic interactionism’) argued that all
talk of social structures or social systems is
unjustified, as only individuals and their
interactions can be said really to exist at all.
Symbolic interactionism focuses on
micro-level interaction and the way in
which meanings are constructed and trans-
mitted across the members of society. G. H.
Mead (1934) argued that the individual’s self
is a social self, produced in the process of
interaction rather than being biologically
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given. Mead's theory traces the emergence
and development of the self through a series
of stages in childhood and his ideas on the
socijal self underpins much interactionist
research (see chapter 1 for a detailed discus-
sion of Mead’s ideas). The home of this
perspective for some 30 years until 1950 was
the University of Chicago’s Department of
Sociology (known as The Chicago School),
though by no means all Chicago sociologists
were symbolic interactionists. The depart-
ment was also home to the ‘ecological’
approach of Louis Wirth, Robert E. Park and
Ernest Burgess (see chapter 6, ‘Cities and
Urban Life’, for a discussion of this
approach). Nonetheless, the institutional
base for key interactionists, including Mead,
was an important factor in extending this
approach.

Arguably, the most successful symbolic
interactionist is Erving Goffman. Goffman’s
studies of mental ‘asylums’, processes of
stigmatization and the ways in which people
present their selves in social encounters
have all become sociological classics, as
much for their methodological and observa-
tional style as for their findings. In develop-
ing his ‘dramaturgical analysis', which works
with the metaphor of the theatre, Goffman’s
ideas have had a very wide influence on
students across the world.

See chapter 7, ‘Social Interaction and
Everyday Life’, for a wider discussion of
Goffman’s perspective.

Phenomenology is a second interaction-
ist perspective, which deals with the ways in
which social life is actually experienced.
Literally, it is the systematic study of
phenomena; things as they appear in our
experience. Its roots lie in the philosophical
work of the German philosopher Edmund
Husserl, though in sociological research,
the Austrian-born philosopher and sociolo-
gist Alfred Schutz has been the more impor-
tant figure. Schutz concentrated attention
on people’s experiences of everyday life
and the ways in which they come to be
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taken-for-granted. Schutz calls this adopt-
Ing a ‘natural attitude’. For Schutz, the task
of phenomenological sociology is to under-
stand better how this happens and what its
consequences are.

Schutz was particularly interested in
typifications — the way that experienced
phenomena are classified according to
previous experience. Typification is
commonplace. When we meet someone we
will perhaps think, ‘Oh she’s that kind of
person’ or ‘He seems an honest type’. Typifi-
cation helps to order our world and make it
more predictable. But if it becomes stereo-
typification, it can also be dangerous - the
illegitimate generalization about people
based simply on their membership of a
certain social group. Examples include
racism, sexism and negative attitudes
towards all disabled people.

People also tend to make the assumption
that everyone thinks in much the same way
as they do, and they can therefore safely

forget about possible problems of interper-
sonal communication. Once these kinds of
assumption become internalized, they fade
from view and become sedimented below
the surface of conscious existence to form
the basis of the natural attitude. In this way,
people come to experience important
aspects of the social world, such as language
and culture, as objective and external to
themselves. Phenomenology has not had
the same impact on sociology as some of the
other perspectives, though it did give rise to
ethnomethodology.

Ethnomethodology - the systematic
study of the methods used by ‘mnatives’
(members of a particular society) to
construct their social worlds - is the third
interactionist perspective. It traces its roots
back to phenomenological philosophy, but
only rose to prominence in the 1960s with
the research studies of Harold Garfinkel and
Aaron Cicourel. Ethnomethodologists were
highly critical of mainstream sociology,



particularly Parsonian structural function-
alism, which Garfinkel saw as treating
people as if they were ‘cultural dopes’ -
passive recipients of society’s socializing
agents, rather than creative actors in their
own right. Garfinkel took issue with
Durkheim’s famous statement that sociolo-
gists should ‘treat social facts as things’. For
Garfinkel, this should only be the starting
point for ethnomethodological enquiry, not
assumed in advance of it. This means that
ethnomethodology seeks instead to
uncover just how Durkheim’s social facts are
created by society’s members.

Ethnomethodology is discussed more
widely in chapter 7, ‘Social Interaction
and Everyday Life’.

In contrast to many symbolic interac-
tionist, phenomenological and ethno-
methodological studies, the work of Max
Weber appears to sit much more closely to
the mainstream of sociology. Although he
certainly was interested in social interac-
tions and the micro level of social life,
Weber’s work on world religions, economic
sociology and legal systems was also
historically informed, strongly compara-
tive in orientation and concerned with the
overall development and direction of the
modern world. This is in contrast to the
interactionist tradition as it developed
after Weber’s death, which has become
rather more exclusively focused on the
micro level during the twentieth century.

Controversies sparked by the work of the
classical theorists, as well as by the later
theoretical ideas and perspectives
discussed above, continue today. But since
the time of the classical sociologists, it has
become commonplace to argue that their
work, and that of sociology in general, has
set up a series of theoretical dilemmas.
There are several basic theoretical dilem-
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mas - matters of continuing or recurring
controversy or dispute - which these
clashes of viewpoint bring to our attention,
some of which concern very general matters
to do with how we should interpret human
activities and social institutions. In short,
these are questions about how we can or
should ‘do’ sociology. We shall outline four
such dilemmas here.

1 One dilemma concerns human action
and social structure. The issue is the
following: how far are we creative
human actors, actively controlling the
conditions of our own lives? Or is most of
what we do the result of general social
forces outside our control? This issue has
always divided, and continues to divide,
sociologists. Weber and the symbolic
interactionists, for example, stress the
active, creative components of human
behaviour. Other approaches, such as
that of Durkheim and functionalism,
emphasize the constraining nature of
social influences on our free actions.

2 A second theoretical controversy
concerns consensus and conflictin soci-
ety. Some standpoints in sociology, as we
have seen - including functionalism -
emphasize the inherent order and
harmony of human societies. Those
taking this view regard continuity and
consensus as the most evident charac-
teristics of societies, however much they
may change over time. Other sociolo-
gists, such as Marxists, accentuate the
pervasiveness of social conflict. They see
societies as plagued with divisions,
tensions and struggles. To them, it is illu-
sory to claim that people tend to live
amicably with one another most of the
time; even when there are no open
confrontations, they say, there remain
deep divisions of interest, which at some
point are liable to break out into active
conflicts.

3 There is a third basic theoretical
dilemma which hardly figures at all in
the orthodox traditions of sociology, but
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which cannot be ignored. This is the
problem of how we are to incorporate a
satisfactory understanding of gender
within sociological analysis. The found-
ing figures of sociology were all men, as
we saw in chapter 1, and they paid virtu-
ally no attention to the fact that human
beings are gendered. Even those women
who were involved in sociology were,
until recently, largely neglected. In the
works of the early male sociologists,
human individuals appear as if they
were neuter’ — they are abstract ‘actors),
rather than differentiated women and
men. Since we have very little to build on
in relating issues of gender to the more
established forms of theoretical thinking
in sociology, this is perhaps, at the
current time, the most acutely difficult
problem to grapple with.

One of the main theoretical dilemmas
associated with gender is the following:
should we build ‘gender’ as a general
category into our sociological thinking?
Oz, alternatively, do we need to analyse
gender issues by breaking them down
into more specific influences affecting
the behaviour of women and men in
different contexts? We can put this in
another way: are there characteristics
that separate men and women, in terms
of their identities and social behaviour,
in all cultures? Or are gender differences
always to be explained mainly in terms of
other differences which divide societies
(such as class divisions)?

A fourth problem concerns not so much
the general characteristics of human
behaviour or of societies as a whole, but
rather features of modern social devel-
opment. It is to do with the determining
influences affecting the origins and
nature of modern societies, and derives
from the differences between non-
Marxist and Marxist approaches. The
dilemma centres on the following issue:
how far has the modern world been
shaped by the economic factors which
Marx singled out — in particular, the
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mechanisms of capitalist economic
enterprise? How far, on the other hand,
have other influences — such as social,
political or cultural factors - shaped
social development in the modern era?
These controversies are so fundamental
for sociological theory that we shall
consider the different ideas developed
about them in some detail.

uciure and nuriman action

A major theme pursued by Durkheim, and
many other sociologists since, is that the
societies of which we are members exert
social constraint over our actions.
Durkheim argued that society has primacy
over the individual person. Society is far
more than the sum of individual acts; it has
a ‘“firmness’ or ‘solidity’ comparable to
structures in the material environment.
Think of a person standing in a room with
several doors. The structure of the room
constrains the range of her or his possible
activities. The siting of the walls and the
doors, for example, defines the routes of exit
and entry. Social structure, according to
Durkheim, constrains our activities in a
parallel way, setting limits to what we cando
as individuals. Itis ‘external’ to us, just as the
walls of the room are.

This point of view is expressed by
Durkheim in a famous statement:

When I perform my duties as a brother, a
husband or a citizen and carry out the
commitments I have entered into, 1 fulfil
obligations which are defined in law and
custom and which are external to myself
and my actions. . . . Similarly, the believer
has discovered from birth, ready
fashioned, the beliefs and practices of his
religious life; if they existed before he did,
it follows that they exist outside him. The
systems of signs that I employ to express
my thoughts, the monetary system 1 use to
pay my debts, the credit instruments I
utilize in my commercial relationships,
the practices I follow in my profession, etc.
- all function independently of the use 1
make of them. (1982 [1895))



Although the type of view Durkheim
expresses has many adherents, it has also
met with sharp criticism. What is ‘society’,
the critics ask, if it is not the compositc of
many individual actions? If we study a
group, we do not see a collective entity, only
individuals interacting with one another in
various ways. What we call ‘society’ is only
an aggregate of many individuals behaving
in regular ways in relation to each other.
According to the critics, including most
sociologists influenced by symbolic interac-
tionism, as human beings we have reasons
for what we do, and we inhabit a social
world permeated by cultural meanings.
Social phenomena, according to them, are
precisely notlike ‘things’, but depend on the
symbolic meanings with which we invest
what we do. We are not the creatures of
society, but its creators.

[t is unlikely that this controversy will ever
be fully resolved, since it has existed since
modern thinkers first started systematically
to try to explain human behaviour. More-
over, it js a debate which is not just confined
to sociology, but preoccupies scholars in all
fields of the social sciences. You must
decide, in the light of your reading of this
book, which position you think more nearly
COITect.

Yet the differences between the two views
can be exaggerated. While both cannot be
wholly right, we can fairly easily see connec-
tions between them. Durkheim’s view is
clearly in some respects valid. Social institu-
tions do precede the existence of any given
individual; it is also evident that they exert
constraint over us. Thus, for example, I did
not invent the monetary system which exists
in Britain. Nor do 1 have a choice about
whether]wantto use it or not if [ wish to have
the goods and services that money can buy.
The system of money, like all other estab-
lished institutions, exists independently of
every individual member of socicty, and it
constrains the activities of each individual.

On the other hand, it is obviously
mistaken to suppose that society is ‘exter-
nal’ to us in the same way that the physical
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world is. For the physical world would go on
existing whether or not any human beings
were alive, whereas it would plainly be
nonsensical to say this of society. While soci-
ety is external to each individual taken
singly, by definition it cannot be external to
all individuals taken together.

Moreover, although what Durkheim calls
‘social facts’ might constrain what we do,
they do not determine what we do. I could
choose to live without using money, should
Ibe firmlyresolved to do so, even if it were to
prove very difficult to eke out an existence
from day to day. As human beings, we do
make choices, and we do not simply
respond passively to events around us. The
way forward in bridging the gap between
‘structure’ and ‘action’ approaches is to
recognize that we actively make and remake
social structure during the course of our
everyday activities. For example, the fact
that [ use the monetary system contributes
in a minor, yet necessary, way to the very
existence of that system. If everyone, or
even the majority of people, at some point
decided to avoid using money, the mone-
tary system would dissolve.

As mentioned in chapter 1, a useful term
for analysing this process of the active
making and remaking of social structure is
structuration. This is a concept which 1
(Anthony Giddens) have introduced into
sociology in recent years. ‘Structure’ and
‘action’ are necessarily related to one
another. Societies, communities ot groups
only have ‘structure’ insofar as people
behave in regular and fairly predictable
ways. On the other hand, ‘action’ is only
possible because each of us, as an individ-
ual, possesses an enormous amount of
socially structured knowledge.

The best way to explain this is through the
example of language. To exist at all,
language must be socially structured - there
are properties of language use which every
speaker must observe. What someone says
in any given context, for instance, would not
make sense unless it followed certain gram-
matical rules. Yet the structural qualities of
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language only exist insofar as individual
language users actually follow those rules in
practice. Language is constantly in the
process of structuration.

Erving Goffman and other writers on
social interaction (discussed in chapter 7)
are quite right to suggest that all human
agents are highly knowledgeable. We are
what we are as human beings largely
because we follow a complex set of conven-
tions - for example, the rituals that strangers
observe when passing by on the street. On
the other hand, as we apply that knowledge
ability to our actions, we give force and
content to the very rules and conventions
we draw on. Structuration always presumes
what the author calls ‘the duality of struc-
ture’. This means that all social action
presumes the existence of structure. But at
the same time, structure presumes action,
because ‘structure’ depends on regularities
of human behaviour.

THINKING CRITICALLY N

How satisfactory do you think the
concept of structuration is in resolving
the structure-action problem? Does it
mean that the interactionists are wrong
- that there are social structures after
all? If so, can structuration theory
explain their emergence?

Consensus or conflict?
Itis also useful to begin with Durkheim when
contrasting the consensus and conflict view-
points. Durkheim sees society as a set of
interdependent parts. For most functionalist
thinkers, in fact, society is treated as an inte-
grated whole, composed of structures which
mesh closely with one another. This is very
much in accord with Durkheim’s emphasis
on the constraining, ‘external’ character of
‘social facts’ However, the analogy here is not
with the walls of a building, but with the
physiology of the body.

A body consists of various specialized
parts (such as the brain, heart, lungs, liver

and so forth), each of which contributes to
sustaining the continuing life of the organ-
ism. These necessarily work in harmony
with one another; if they do not, the life of
the organism is under threat. So it is,
according to Durkheim, with society. For a
society to have a continuing existence over
time, its specialized institutions (such as the
political system, religion, the family and the
educational system) must work in harmony
with one another. The continuation of a
society thus depends on cooperation, which
in turn presumes a general consensus, or
agreement, among its members over basic
values.

Those who focus mainlty on conflict have
a very different outlook. Their guiding
assumptions can easily be outlined using
Marx's account of class conflict as an exam-
ple. According to Marx, societies are divided
into classes with unequal resources. Since
such marked inequalities exist, there are
divisions of interest, which are ‘built into’
the social system. These conflicts of interest
at some point break out into active change.
Not all of those influenced by this viewpoint
concentrate on classes to the degree to
which Marx did; other divisions are
regarded as important in promoting conflict
- for example, divisions between racial
groups or political factions. Society is seen
as essentially full of tension regardless of
which conflict groups are stronger than
others; even the most stable social system
represents an uneasy balance of antagonis-
tic groupings.

As with the case of structure and action,
it 1s not likely that this theoretical debate
can be completely brought to a close. Yet,
once more, the difference between the
consensus and conflict standpoints seems
wider than it is. The two positions are by no
means wholly incompatible. All societies
probably involve some kind of general
agreement over values, and all certainly
involve conflict.

Moreover, as a general rule of sociological
analysis we always have to examine the
connections between consensus and con-



flict within social systems. The values held
by different groups and the goals that their
members pursue often reflect a mixture of
common and opposed interests. For
instance, even in Marx’s portrayal of class
conflict, different classes share some
common interests as well as being pitted
against one another. Thus capitalists
depend on a labour force to wotk in their
enterprises, just as workers depend on capi-
talists to provide their wages. Open conflict
is not continuous in such circumstances;
rather, sometimes what both sides have in
common tends to override their diffcrences,
while in other situations the reverse is the
case.

A useful concept which helps analyse the
interrelations of conflict and consensus is
that of ideology — values and belicfs which
help secure the position of more powerful
groups at the expense of less powerful ones.
Power, ideology and conflict are always
closely connected. Many conflicts are about
power, because of the rewards it can bring.
Those who hold most power may depend
mainly on the influence of ideology to retain
their dominance, but are usually also able to
use force if necessary. For instance, in feudal
times aristocratic rule was supported by the
idea that a minority of people were ‘born to
govern’, but aristocratic rulers often
resorted to the use of violence against those
who dared to oppose their power.

The neglected issue of gender

Issues of gender scarcely feature in the writ-
ings of the major figures who established
the framework of modern sociology. The few
passages in which they did touch on gender
questions, however, allow us at least to spec-
ify the outlines of a basic theoretical
dilemma - even if there is little in their
works to help us try to resolve it. We can best
describe this dilemma by contrasting a
theme which occasionally occurs in
Durkheim’s writings with one that appears
in those of Marx. Durkheim (1952 [1897))
notes at one point, in the course of his
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discussion of suicide, that man is ‘almost
entirely the product of society’, while
womar is ‘to a far greater extent the product
of nature’. Expanding on these observations,
he says of man: ‘his tastes, aspirations and
humour have in large part a collective
origin, while his companion's are more
directly influenced by her organism. His
needs, therefore, are quite different from
hers.’ In other words, women and men have
different identities, tastes and inclinations
because women are less socialized and are
‘closer to nature’ than men.

No one today would accept a view stated
in quite this manner. Female identity is as
much shaped by socialization as that of
males. Yet, when modified somewhat,
Durkheim’s claim does represent one possi-
ble view of the formation and nature of
gender. This is that gender differences rest
fundamentally on biologically given
distinctions between men and women.
Such a view does not necessarily mean
believing that gender differences are mostly
inborn. Rather, it presumes that women’s
social position and identity are mainly
shaped by their involvement in reproduc-
tion and childrearing. If this view is correct,
differences of gender are deeply embedded
in all societies. The discrepancies in power
between women and men reflect the fact
that women bear children and are their
primary caretakers, whereas men are active
in the ‘public’ spheres of politics, work and
wadr.

Marx's view is substantially at odds with
this. For Marx, gender differences in power
and status between men and women mainly
reflect other divisions, espccially, in his
eyes, class divisions. According to him, in
the earliest forms of human society neither
gender nor class divisions were present. The
power of men over women only came about
as class divisions appeared. Women came to
be a form of 'private property’ owned by
men, through the institution of marriage.
Women will be freed from their situation of
bondage when class divisions are overcome.
Again, few if any would accept this analysis
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today, but we can make it more plausible by
further generalizing it. Class is not the only
factor shaping social divisions which affects
the behaviour of men and women. Other
factors include ethnicity and cultural back-
ground. For instance, it might be argued
that women in a minority group (say, black
people in the United States) have more in
common with men in that minority group
than they do with women in the majority
(that is, with white women). Or it may be the
case that women from a particular culture
(like a small hunting and gathering culture)
share more common characteristics with
the males of that culture than they do with
women in an industrial society.

The issues involved in this third dilemma
are highly important, and bear directly on
the challenge that feminist authors have
thrown down to sociology. No one can seri-
ously dispute that a great deal of sociologi-
cal analysis in the past has either ignored
women or has operated with interpretations
of fermale identity and behaviour that are
drastically inadequate. In spite of all the
new research on women carried out in soci-
ology over the past 20 years, there are still
many areas in which the distinctive activi-
ties and concerns of women have been
insufficiently studied. But ‘bringing the
study of women into sociology’ is not in and
ofitself the same as coping with problems of
gender, because gender concerns the rela-
tions between the identities and behaviour
of women and men. For the moment, it has
to be left as an open guestion how far
gender differences can be illuminated by
means of other sociological concepts (class,
ethnicity, cultural background and so forth),
or how far, on the contrary, other social divi-
sions need to be explained in terms of
gender. Certainly some of the major
explanatory tasks of sociology in the future
will depend on tackling this dilemma
effectively.

‘ne adireciion

The Marxist perspective

As we saw earlier in the chapter, Marx’s writ-
ings threw down a powerful challenge to
sociological analysis, which has not been
ignored. From his own time to the present
day, many sociological debates have
centred on Marx’s ideas about the develop-
ment of modern societies. Marx sees
modern societies as capitalistic and the
driving impulse behind social change in the
modern era is the pressure towards constant
economic transformation, which is an inte-
gral part of capitalist production. Capital-
ism is a vastly more dynamic economic
system than any preceding one. Capitalists
compete with one another to sell their
goods to consumers, and, in order to survive
in a competitive market, firms have to
produce their warcs as cheaply and
efficiently as possible. This leads to constant
technological innovation, because increas-
ing the effectiveness of the technology used
in a particular production process is one
way in which companies can secure an edge
over their rivals.

There are also strong incentives to seek
out new markets in which to sell goods,
acquire cheap raw materials and make use
of cheap labour power. Capitalism, there-
fore, according to Marx, is a restlessly
expanding system, pushing outwards
across the world. This is how Marx explains
the spread of Western industry globally.

Marx’s interpretation of the influence of
capitalism has found many supporters, and
subsequent authors have considerably
refined Marx’s own portrayal. On the other
hand, numerous critics have set out to rebut
his view, offering alternative analyses of the
influences shaping the modern world.
Virtually everyone accepts that capitalism
has played a major part in creating the
world in which we live. But other sociolo-
gists have argued both that Marx exagger-
ated the impact of purely economic factors
in producing change, and that capitalism is
less central to modern social development
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_ Marx and Weber on the shaping of the modern world

Broadly Weberian ideas

Tl

(6]

The main dynamic of modern development is
the expansion of capitalistic economic
mechansms.

. Modern societies are riven with class

Inequalities, which are basic to their very
nature,

. Major divisions of power, like those affecting

the differential position of men and women,
derive ultimately from economic inequalities.

. Modern societies (capitalist societies) are a

transitional type — we may expect them to
become radically reorganized in the future.
Socialism will eventually replace capitalism.

. The spread of Western mfluence across the

world i1s mamly a result of the expansionist
tendencies of capitalist enterprise.

Broadly Marxist ideas

il

2.

The main dynamic of modern development is

the rationalization of production

Class 1s one type of mequality among many —

such as inequalities between men and women
—In modern societies,

. Power in the economic system is separable

from other sources. For instance, male—female
inequalities cannot be explained in economic
terms.

. Rationalization 1s bound to progress further in

the future, in all spheres of social life. All
modern societies are dependent on the same
basic modes of social and econormic
organization.

. The global impact cf the West comes from its

command over industrial resources, together

with superior military power.

than he claimed. Most of these writers have
also been sceptical of Marx's belief that a
socialist system would eventually replace
capitalism.

Weber’s alternative view

One of Marx’s earliest and most acute critics
was Max Weber, whose writings have some-
times been described as involving a lifelong
struggle with ‘the ghost of Marx’ - that is,
with the intellectual legacy that Marx left
behind. The alternative position, which
Weber warked out, remains important
today. According to him, non-economic
factors have played a key role in modern
social development. This argument, in fact,
is one of the main points of his book, The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.
Religious values — especially those associ-
ated with Puritanism - were of fundamental
importance in creating a capitalistic
outlook. This outlook did not emerge, as
Marx supposed, from economic changes as
such.

Weber’s understanding of the nature of
modern societies and the reasons for the
spread of Western ways of life across the

world, contrasts substantially with that of
Marx. According to Weber, capitalism - a
distinct way of organizing economic enter-
prise - is one among other major factors
shaping social development in the modern
period. Underlying capitalistic economic
mechanisms, and in some ways more
fundamental than them, is the impact of
science and bureaucracy. Science has
shaped modern technology - and will
presumably continue to do so in any future
socialist society. Bureaucracy is the only way
of organizing large numbers of people effec-
tively, and therefore inevitably expands with
economic and political growth. Weber refers
to the development of science, modern
technology and bureaucracy collectively as
‘rationalization’. Rationalization means the
organization of social and economic life
according to principles of efficiency, on the
basis of technical knowledge.

Marx or Weber?

Which type of interpretation of modern
societies, that deriving from Marx or that
coming fromWeber, is correct? Again, schol-
ars are divided on the issue. And it must be
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remembered that within each camp there
are variations, so not every theorist on each
side will agree with the others. The contrasts
between Marxist and Weberian standpoints
inform many areas of sociology. They
influence not only how we analyse the
nature of the industrialized societies, but
our view of less developed societies also.

In addition, the two perspectives are
linked to differing political positions, with
authors on the left on the whole adopting
views on the first side, liberals and conser-
vatives those on the second side. Yet the
factors with which this particular dilemma
is concerned are of a more directly empiri-
cal nature than those involved in the other
dilemmas. Factual studies of the paths of
evolution of modern societies and less
developed countries help us assess how far
patterns of change conform to one side or
the other.

The transformation of
societies — and sociology

The dilemma of how the modern world was
shaped is still important, but more recent
theorists have tried to go beyond both
Marx and Weber. Yet other sociologists,
including postmodernists (some of whom
were originally Marxists), now discount
Marx altogether. They believe that his
attempt to find general patterns of history
was inevitably doomed to failure. For such
postmodern thinkers, sociologists should
simply give up on the sorts of theory that
both Marx and Weber sought to develop -
overall interpretations of social change or
what we have here called ‘grand theory’
Many sociologists now view contemporary
societics as developing in ways that the
classical theorists could not have foreseen.
This is why they have come to the conclu-
sion that it may be time to develop alterna-
tive ways of thinking about and theorizing
the globalizing social world in which,
increasingly, we all live.

Judith Butler's ideas on the performance of
gender have been influential in undermining
essentialist notions of gender identity.

Gender equality and feminist
theory

The rise of the women’s movement led to
some radical changes within sociology and
other disciplines. Feminism has led to a
broad-based assault on the perceived male
bias both in sociological theory and
methodology, and in the very subject matter
of sociology. Look back at figure 3.1 (page
71) and count the number of women in the
chart to see just how male-dominated soci-



ology has been. Not only has this male
domination of sociology been challenged,
but there have also been calls for a compre-
hensive reconstruction of the discipline
itself - both the questions that form its core
and the presentation of discussions
surrounding ther.

Feminist perspectives in sociology
emphasize the centrality of gender in
analysing the social world. While the diver-
sity of feminist viewpoints makes it difficult
to speak in generalities, we can safely say
that most feminists agree that knowledge is
integrally related to questions of sex and
gender. Because men and women have
different experiences and view the world
from different perspectives, they do not
construct their understandings of the world
in identical ways. Feminists often charge
that traditional sociological theory has
denied or ignored the ‘gendered’ nature of
knowledge and has instead projected
conceptions of the social world, which are
male-dominated. Males have traditionally
occupied positions of power and authority
in society and have an investment in main-
taining their privileged roles, according to
feminists. Under such conditions, gendered
knowledge becomes a vital force in perpetu-
ating established social arrangements and
legitimating male domination.

Feminism approaches in sociology are
discussed further in chapter 14,
‘Sexuality and Gender’.

Some feminist writers have argued that it
is a mistake to suppose that either ‘men’ or
‘women’ are groups with their own interests
or characteristics. Several of these writers,
such as Donna Haraway (1989, 1991),
Hélene Cixous (1976) and Judith Butler
(1990, 1997, 2004), have been influenced by
poststructuralist and postmodern thinking,
which is discussed further below. According
to Butler, gender is not a fixed category, an
essence, but a fluid one, exhibited in what
people do rather than what they are. 1f, as
Butler (1990) argues, gender is something
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that is ‘done’ or performed, then it is also
something that we should fight to ‘undo’
when it is used by one group to exert power
over another (see chapter 7, ‘Social Interac-
tion and Everyday Life’).

Susan Faludi has also pursued the theme
of gender ideuntity. In Stiffed: The Betrayal of
Modern Man (2000), a book on masculinity,
Faludi shows that the idea that men domi-
nate in all spheres is a myth. On the
contrary, there is something of a crisis of
masculinity today in the world that men
supposedly own and run. Some groups of
men are still confident and feel in control;
many others find themselves marginalized
and lacking in self-respect. The success that
at least some women have achieved is part
of the reason, but so too are changes in the
nature of work. The impact of information
technology, for example, has made many
less-skilled men redundant to society’s
needs, while the shift towards the service
sector hasled to a ‘feminization of the work-
place’, which many men seem reluctant to
enter.

See chapter 20, ‘Work and Economic
Life’, for a discussion of service
employment.

Feminist theory has changed and devel-
oped markedly since the 1980s and the
themes it pursues are very different from
those that emerged from within 1960s femi-
nist movements. Whilst the latter saw femi-
nism as a movement primarily concerned
with equalizing the life chances of men and
women, today feminist and queer theory
question what exactly men and women are.
Is there, in fact, any essential gendered
being at all? The main issue for contempo-
rary feminist theory may well be whether
such questions are able to connect with the
lives of women in both the developed and
developing societies (see Shiva 1993).

Feminist movements are discussed
further in chapter 22, ‘Politics,
Government and Social Movements’.
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THINKING CRITICALLY N

From your own experience, has
substantial gender equality now been
achieved in the developed world? Is
there still a place for feminist
movements and theory in an age of
broad gender equality? Thinking more
critically, what issues should feminists
concentrate on today if they are to tap

into the concerns of younger women ?

h J/

Michel Foucault and
poststructuralism

Michel Foucault (1926-84), Jacques
Derrida (1976, 1978) and Julia Kristeva
(1974, 1977) are the most influential figures
in an intellectual movement known as
poststructuralismm. However, it is the work
of Foucault that has had by far the most
influence on sociology and the social
sciences. In his work, he attempted to illus-
trate shifts of understanding which sepa-
rate thinking in our modern world from
that of earlier ages. In his writings on crime,
the body, madness and sexuality, Foucault
analysed the emergence of modern institu-
tions such as prisons, hospitals and schools
that have played an increasing role in
controlling and monitoring the social
population. He wanted to show that there
was ‘another side’ to Enlightenment ideas
about individual liberty — one concerned
with discipline and surveillance. Foucault
advanced important ideas about the rela-
tionship between power, ideology and
discourse in relation to modern organiza-
tional systems.

The study of power — how individuals and
groups achieve their ends against those of
others - is of fundamental importance in
soctology. Marx and Weber, among the clas-
sical founders, laid particular emphasis on
power; Foucault continued some of the lines
of thought they pioneered. The role of

discourse is central to his thinking about
power and control in society. He used the
term to refer to ways of talking or thinking
about particular subjects that are united by
common assumptions. Foucault demon-
strated, for example, the dramatic way in
which discourses of madness changed from
medieval times through to the present day:
In the Middle Ages, for example, the insane
were generally regarded as harmless; some
believed that they may even have possessed
a special ‘gift’ of perception. In modern soci-
eties, however, ‘madness’ has been shaped
by a medicalized discourse, which empha-
sizes illness and treatment. This medicalized
discourse js supported and perpetuated by a
highly developed and influential network of
doctors, medical experts, hospitals, profes-
sional associations and medical journals.

Foucault's work is discussed in more
detail in chapter 10, ‘Health, Illness and
Disability’.

According to Foucault, power works
through discourse to shape popular atti-
tudes towards phenomena such as crime,
madness or sexuality. Expert discourses
established by those with power or author-
ity can often be countered only by compet-
ing expert discourses. In such a way,
discourses can be used as a powerful tool to
restrict alternative ways of thinking or
speaking. Knowledge becomes a force of
control. A prominent theme throughout
Foucault’s writings is the way power and
knowledge are linked to technologies of
surveillance, enforcement and discipline.

Foucault’s radical new approach to social
theory stands in opposition to the general
consensus about the nature of scientific
knowledge. This approach, which character-
ized many of his early works, has become
known as Foucault's ‘archaeology’ of knowl-
edge. Unlike other social scientists, who aim
to make sense of the unfamiliar by drawing
analogies with that which is familiar,
Foucault set about the opposite task: to make
sense of the familiar by digging into the past.



He energetically attacked the present - the
taken-for-granted concepts, beliets and
structures which are largely invisible
preciselybecause theyare familiar. Forexam-
ple, he explored how the notion of ‘sexuality’
has not always existed, but has been created
through processes of social development.
Similar comments can be made about our
modern-day conceptions of normal and
deviant activity, of sanity and madness, and
so forth. Foucault attempted to reveal the
assumptions behind our current beliefs and
practices and to make the present 'visible’ by
accessing it from the past. However, we
cannot have general theories about society,
social development or modernity; we can
only understand fragments of them.

The postmodern turn in social theory

Since the mid-1980s, advocates of postmod-
ernism claim that the classic social thinkers
took their inspiration from the idea that
history has a shape —it ‘goes somewhere’ and
leads to progress. But this notion has now
collapsed. There are no longer any ‘grand
narratives' or ‘metanarratives’ - overall con-
ceptions of history or society - that make
any sense (Lyotard 1985). Not only is there
no general notion of progress that can be
defended, there is also no such thing as
history. The postmodern world is not
destined, as Marx hoped, to be a socialist
one. Instead, it is one dominated by the new
media, which ‘take us out’ - disembed us -
from our past.

Postmodern society is highly pluralistic
and diverse. In countless films, videos, TV
programmes and websites, images circulate
around the world. We come into contact
with many ideas and values, but these have
little connection with the history of the
areas in which we live, or indeed with our
own personal histories. Everything seems
constantly in flux. As one group of authors
expressed things:

Our world is being remade. Mass
production, the mass consumer, the big
city, big-brother state, the sprawling
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housing estate, and the nation-state are in
decline: flexibility, diversity,
differentiation, and mobility,
communication, decentralisation and
internationalisation are in the ascendant.
In the process our own identities, our
sense of self, our own subjectivities are
being transformed. We are in transition to
anew era. (Hall and Jacques 1988)

One important theorist of postmodernity
is the French author Jean Baudrillard (whose
work is discussed in more detail in chapter
17, ‘The Media’). Baudrillard believes that the
electronic media have destroyed our rela-
tionship to the past and created a chaotic,
empty world. He was strongly influenced by
Marxism in his early years. However, he
argues that the spread of electronic commu-
nication and the mass media has reversed
the Marxist theorem that economic forces
shape society. Instead, social life is
influenced, above all, by signs and images.

In a media-dominated age, Baudrillard
says, meaning is created by the flow of
images, as in TV programmes. Much of our
world has become a sort of make-believe
universe in which we are responding to
media images rather than to real persons or
places. Thus when Diana, Princess ofWales,
died in 1997, there was an enormous
outpouringof grief, notonlyin Britain butall
over the world. Yet were people mourning a
real person? Baudrillard would say not.
Princess Diana existed for most people only
through the media. Her death was more like
an eventin a soap opera than a real event in
the way in which people experienced it;
Baudrillard speaks of ‘the dissolution of life
into TV

Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman
(1992) offers a helpful distinction, offering
two ways of thinking about postmodern
ideas. On the one hand, we could argue that
the social world has rapidly moved in a post-
modern direction. The enormous growth
and spread of the mass media, new infor-
mation technologies, more fluid movement
of people across the world and the develop-
ment of multicultural societies: all of these



Postmodern theory is exemplified by
Baudrillard's ideas on the domination of
social life by the mass media, particularly
television.

mean that we no longer live in a modern
world, but in a postmodern one. Modernity
is dead and we are entering a period of post-
modernity. The question then is, can a
modern sociology adequately analyse a
postmodern world? Is a sociology of post-
modernity possible? The second view is that
the postmodern changes above cannot be
analysed using old sociological theories and
concepts and we need to devise new ones.
In short, we need a postmodern sociology for
a postmodern world.

Bauman accepts that the modern project
that originated in the Buropean Enlighten-
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ment to rationally shape society no longer
makes sense, at least not in the way thought
possible by Comte, Marx or other classical
theorists. However, since the turn of the
century he has maoved away from the term
‘postmodern’ — which he says has become
corrupted through too diverse usage — and
now describes our world as one of ‘Liquid
Modernity’, reflecting the fact that it is in
constant flux and uncertainty in spite of all
attempts to impose (a modern) order and
stability onto it (Bauman 2000, 2007).

One staunch critic of postmodern theory
is Jiirgen Habermas (1983), who argued that
now is not the time to give up on the
‘project’ of modernity. He sees modernity as
‘an incomplete project’ and instead of
resigning it to the dustbin of history, we
should be extending it: pushing for more
democracy, more freedom and more
rational policies. Postmodernists were
essentially pessimists and defeatists. It does
seem that postmodern analyses are now
losing ground to the theory of globalization,
which has become the dominant theoretical
framework for understanding the direction
of social change in the twenty-first century.

THINKING CRITICALLY

Postmodern theory suggests that the
‘project of modernity’, with its ideas of
reason, rationality and progress, is
dead. List all the soctal changes which
could support such a view. Does this list
amount to the kind of fundamental
social transformation identified by
Baudrillard and othexs?

. S/

Clobalization, risk and the
‘revenge’ of nature

The theory of globalization will be discussed
extensively in chapter 4 and we will not
anticipate that discussion here. Instead, we
will look at three significant contemporary
theories, which assume that globalization is
rapidly changing human societies. These
theories are chosen as representative of



sociologists who reject the radical postmod-
ern idea of the death of modernity, but seek
new ways of theorizing the changes global-
ization brings. You will have to decide
whether such theories give us any more
purchasc on the direction of contemporary
social change than the classical traditions
built on the work of Marx, Durkheim and
Weber.

Manuel Castells: the network
economy

Manuel Castells began his academic career
as a Marxist. As an expert on urban affairs,
he sought to apply Marx's ideas to the study
of cities. In recent years, however, Castells
has moved away from Marxism. Like
Baudrillard, he has become concerned with
the impact of media and communications
technologies. The information socicty,
Castells argues, is marked by the rise of
networks and a network economy. The new
economy, which depends on the connec-
tions made possible by global communica-
tions, is certainly capitalist. However, the
capitalist economy and society of today arc
quite different from those of the past. The
expansion of capitalism is no longer bascd
primarily, as Marx thought it would be,
either on the working class or the manufac-
ture of material goods. Instead, telecommu-
nications and computers are the basis of
production.

Castells’ideas on the ‘network society’
are discussed more fully in chapter 18,
‘Organizations and Networks’.

Castells does not reveal much about how
these changes are affecting gender rela-
tions. However, he does say a good deal
about their effects on personal identity and
everyday life. In the network society,
personal identity becomes a much more
open matter. We do not any longer take our
identities from the past; we have actively to
create them in interacting with others. This
directly affects the sphere of the tamily and
also more generally the structuring of male
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and female identities. Men and women no
longer get their identities from traditional
roles. Thus women’s ‘place’ was once in the
home, whereas that of men was to be ‘out at
work’. That division has now broken down.

Castells calls the new global economy the
‘automaton’ — he thinks that we no longer
fully control the world we have created. His
statements here echo those made a century
carlier by Weber, who thought that the
increase in bureaucracy would imprison us
all in an ‘iron cage. As Castells puts it:
‘Humankind’s nightmare of seeing our
machines taking control of our world seems
on the edge of becoming reality — not in the
form of robots that eliminate jobs or
government computers that police our
lives, but as an electronically based system
of financial transactions’ (2000: 56).

Yet Castells has not forgotten his Marxist
roots altogether. He thinks that it may be
possible to regain more effective control of
the global marketplace. This will not come
through any sort of revolution, but through
the collective efforts of international organ-
izations and countries which have a
common interest in regulating interna-
tional capitalism. Information technology,
Castells concludes, can often be a means of
local empowerment and community
renewal. He quotes as an example the case
of Finland. Finland is the most developed
information society in the world. All schools
in the country have Internet access and
most of the population is computer literate.
At the same time, Finland has a well-
cstablished and effective welfare state,
which has been adapted to meet the needs
of the new economy.

Anthony Giddens on social reflexivity

In my own writings, I also develop a theo-
retical perspective on the changes happen-
ing in the present-day world. We live today
in what I call a ‘Tunaway world’, a world
marked by new risks and unccrtainties of
the sort diagnosed by Beck (1999). But we
should place the notion of trust alongside
that of risk. Trust refers to the confidence
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we have either in individuals or in institu-
tions.

In a world of rapid transformation, tradi-
tional forms of trust tend to become
dissolved. Trust in other people used to be
based in the local community. Living in a
more globalized society, however, our lives
are influenced by people we never see or
meet, who may be living on the far side of
the world from us. Trust means having
confidence in ‘abstract systems’ — for exam-
ple, we have to have confidence in agencies
for food regulation, the purification of water
or the effectiveness of banking systems.
Trust and risk are closely bound up with one
another. We need to have confidence in
such authorities if we are to confront the
risks which surround us, and react to them
in an effective way.

Living in an information age, in my view,
means an increase in social reflexivity.
Social reflexivity refers to the fact that we
have constantly to think about, or reflect
upon, the circumstances in which we live
our lives. When societies were more geared
to custom and tradition, people could
follow established ways of doing things in a
more unreflective fashion. For us, many
aspects of life that for earlier generations
were simply taken for granted become
matters of open decision-making. For
example, for hundreds of years people had
no effective ways of limiting the size of their
families. With modern forms of contracep-
tion, and other forms of technological
involvement in reproduction, parents can
not only choose how many children they
have, but can even decide what sex their
children will be. These new possibilities,
of course, are fraught with new ethical
dilemmas.

We have not inevitably lost control of our
own future. In a global age, nations certainly
lose some of the power they used to have.
For instance, countries have less influence
over economic policy than they once had.
However, governments retain a good deal of
power. Acting collaboratively, nations can
get together to reassert their influence over
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the runaway world. The groups to which
Beck points - agencies and movements
working outside the formal framework of
politics ~ can have an important role. But
they will not supplant orthodox democratic
politics. Democracy is still crucial, because
groups in the area of ‘sub-politics’ make
divergent claims and have different inter-
ests. Such groups may include, for example,
those who are actively campaigning in
favour of more tolerance of abortion, and
those who believe entirely the opposite.
Democratic government must assess and
react to these varying claims and concerns.

There is a potential ‘democracy of the
emotions’ emerging in everyday life. A
democracy of the emotions refers to the
emergence of forms of family life in which
men and women participate in an equal
fashion. Virtually all forms of traditional
family were based on the dominance of men
over women, something that was usually
sanctioned in law. The increasing equality
between the sexes cannot be limited only to
the right to vote; it must also involve the
personal and intimate sphere. The democ-
ratizing of personal life advances to the
degree to which relationships are founded
on mutual respect, communication and
tolerance.

Ulrich Beck and ecological politics in
an age of risk
Another German sociologist, Ulrich Beck,
also rejects postmodernism. Rather than
living in a world ‘beyond the modern’, we are
moving into a phase of what he calls ‘the
second modernity. The second modernity
refers to the fact that modern institutions are
becomingglobal, while everydaylife is break-
ing free from the hold of tradition and
custom. The old industrial society is disap-
pearing and is being replaced by a 'risk soci-
ety’. What the postmodernists see as chaos, or
lack of pattern, Beck sees as risk or uncer-
tainty. The management of risk is the prime
feature of the global order.

Beck is not arguing that the contempo-
rary world is more risky than that of previ-



ous ages. Rather, it is the nature of the risks
we must face that is changing. Risk now
derives less from natural dangers or hazards
than from uncertainties created by our own
social development and by the develop-
ment of science and technology. For exam-
ple, global warming - or climate change -
represents possibly the most serious envi-
ronmental issue today. But the scientific
consensus is that this is not a simple natural
disaster, but the product of excessive green-
house gases from industrial pollution and
modern transportation emissions over the
past 250 years. Popular science writers have
dubbed such reactions, the ‘revenges of
nacure’.

The advance of science and technology
creates new risk situations that are very
different from those of previous ages.
Science and technology obviously provide
many benefits for us. Yet they create risks
that are hard to measure. Thus no one quite
knows, for example, what the risks involved
in the development of new technologies,
such as genetic modification or nanotech-
nology, might be. Supporters of genetically
modified crops, for example, claim that at
best they give us the possibility of ending
malnutrition in the world’s poorest coun-
tries and providing cheap food for everyone.
Sceptics claim that they could have danger-
ous, unintended health consequences.

Beck’s ideas on risk are discussed in
more detail in chapter 5, ‘The
Environment'.

According to Beck, an important aspect of
the risk society is that its hazards are not
restricted spatially, temporally or socially.
Today’s risks affect all countries and all
social classes; they have global, not merely
personal, consequences. Many forms of
manufactured risk, such as those to do with
terrorism or pollution for example, cross
national boundaries. The explosion at the
Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine
in 1986 provides a clear illustration of this
point. Everyone living in the immediate
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vicinity of Chernoby! - regardless of age,
class, gender or status — was exposed to
dangerous levels of radiation. At the same
time, the effects of the accident stretched far
beyond Chernobyl itself; throughout
Europe and beyond, abnormally high levels
of radiation were detected long after the
explosion.

Many decisions taken at the level of
everyday life also become infused with risk.
Risk and gender relations are actually
closely linked, for example, as many new
uncertainties have entered the relation-
ships between the sexes (see chapter 9,
‘T'amilies and Intimate Relationships’). One
example concerns the areas of love and
marriage. A generation ago, in the devel-
oped societies, marriage was a fairly
straightforward process of life transition -
people moved from being unmarried to
being married, and this was assumed to be a
fairly permanent situation. Today, many
people live together without getting
married and divorce rates are high. Anyone
contemplating a relationship with another
person must take these facts into account,
and is therefore involved in risk calcula-
tions. The individual must judge his or her
likelihood of gaining happiness and security
against this uncertain backdrop.

The threat of terrorism provides another
example of how risk affects our society. The
self-defined ‘Islamic’ terrorist attacks on
New York and Washington in 2001, Bali in
2002, Casablanca and Madrid in 2004,
London in 2005 and many more all changed
the extent to which people thought of their
communities as being at risk from violence.

" The fear of terrorism created inertia in

economies around the world, particularly in
the months after September 2001, as busi-
nesses became reluctant to risk large-scale
investment. The terrorist attacks also
changed the assessment that states made
over the balance between the freedom of its
citizens and their security.

In recent years, Beck’s thinking has
followed that of others (Vertovec and Cohen
2002; Benhabib 2006), developing into a




Shaira Khatoon lost both her eyes in an industrial disaster at a pesticide plant in Bhopal, India,
in 1984. More than 15,000 people lost their lives in the month following the toxic explosion and
some 500,000 were left permanently injured.

theory of cosmopolitanism (Beck 2006;
Beck and Grande 2007). Beck’s version of
cosmopolitanism begins from a critique of
‘nation-state-based’ thinking; that is, theo-
ries within the social sciences which take
national societies as the main unit of analy-
sis. In The Cosmopolitan Vision (2006: 18)
Beck argues that this ‘national outlook’, now
‘fails to grasp that political, economic and
cultural action and their (intended and
unintended) consequences know no
borders’. In our age of globalization, where
national borders are becoming more
permeable and individual states are less
powerful, social reality is being transformed
in a thoroughly cosmopolitan direction.
This process of ‘cosmopolitanization’ is
occurring even behind the backs of sociolo-
gists who continue to think in terms of
national societies and their international
relationships. If allowed to develop without
direction, cosmopolitanization presents as

many threats as opportunities, particularly
forthose who are exploited by multinational
corporations traversing the globe seeking
cheaper labour and maximal profits.

Beck argues that the nation-state is no
longer able to cope in a world of global risks.
Instead, there must be transnational coop-
eration between states. The narrow view-
point of the nation-state becomes an
impediment when it comes to dealing with
new risks, such as global warming. When it
comes to fighting against international
terrorism, we must ask what we are fighting
for. Hisideal is a cosmopolitan system based
on the acknowledgement and acceptance of
cultural diversity. Cosmopolitan states do
not fight only against terrorism, but also
against the causes of terrorism in the world.
To Beck, they provide the most positive way
to deal with global problems, which appear
insoluble at the level of the individual state,
butmanageable through cooperation.



The social changes of recent decades do
not spell the end of attempts at social and
political reform. Beck argues to the
contrary: new forms of activism are appear-
ing. We see the emergence of a new field of
what Beck calls ‘sub-politics’ This refers to
the activities of groups and agencies operat-
ing outside the formal mechanisms of
democratic politics, such as ecological,
consumer or human rights groups. Respon-
sibility for risk management cannot be left
to politicians or scientists alone: other
groups of citizens need to be brought in.
Groups and movements that develop in the
arena of sub-politics, however, can have a
big influence on orthodox political mecha-
nisms. For instance, responsibility for the
environment, which was previously the
province of ecological activists, has now
been accepted as part of the conventional
political framework.

Beck concedes that thinking in universal
or cosmopolitan terms is not really new.
Previously, the idea of citizenship beyond
the nation-state was the preserve of well-
travelled and well-connected social elites
who voluntarily chose to see themselves as
‘Europeans’, for example, or as ‘citizens of
the world’. But this form of cosmopolitanism
now has much stronger roots in reality and is
therefore potentially more effective. Beck
argues that it is not enough for socjologists
simply to analyse the emerging cosmopoli-
tan world society; they should also be
involved in shapingit in positive directions if
the problems associated with globalization
are to be tackled.

THINKING CRITICALLY

Beck argues that we are moving into a
global risk society. What are the
implications of the environmental risks
discussed above for the world’s
developing countries? Why might
environmental risks be more evenly
distributed globally than, say, poverty
and malnutrition?

N J
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Perhaps today we are at the beginning of a
major new phase in the development of
sociological theorizing. The ideas of the
classic thinkers - Marx, Durkheim and
Weber — were formed during times of great
social, political and economic change,
which their theories sought to understand.
We are now living through a period of global
transformation that is probably just as
profound and yet is much more widely felt
across larger areas of the world. We seem to
need new theories to help us understand
and explain the new developments that are
transforming our societies today.

But this conclusion does not necessarily
mean we should abandon the older theoret-
ical perspectives altogether. Sociological
theory cannot be successful it it only devel-
ops through internal debate. [t has to give us
insights into the key issues of the day and
must be empirically adequate as well as
internally coherent. What is likely to be
more productive is to bring the older
perspectives into contact with the new, in
order to test and compare their effective-
ness in helping us understand and explain
the dramatic changes we are living through.




. A diversity of theoretical approaches is found
in sociology. The reason for this is not
particularly puzzling: theoretical disputes are
difficult to resolve even in the natural
sciences, an