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PREFACE

Welcome to the seventh Canadian edition of Sociology in Our 
Times. Each time we write a new edition, we become acutely 
aware of how quickly our country and the world change. Even 
as some things change, however, others remain the same. One 
thing that has not changed is the significance of education 
and the profound importance of understanding how and why 
people act the way they do, how societies grapple with issues 
and major problems, and why many of us are reassured by 
social institutions—including family, religion, education, gov-
ernment, and the media—even at times when we might like 
to see certain changes occur in these institutions.

Like previous editions of this widely read text, this  seventh 
Canadian edition is a cutting-edge book in two ways: (1) by 
including a diversity of classical and contemporary theory, 
interesting and relevant research, and lived experiences that 
accurately mirror the diversity in society itself, and (2) by 
showing students that sociology involves important  questions 
and issues that they confront both personally and indirectly 
through the media and other sources. This text captures the 
interest of a wide variety of Canadian students by taking into 
account their concerns and perspectives. As the title sug-
gests, we have selected topics most pertinent to “Our Times,” 
including the widening income gap between the rich and 
poor, new and emerging definitions of family life, changing 
constructions of sexuality, and ongoing concerns related to our 
environment. In doing so, we hope that students will learn to 
critically examine their social world, and further to contem-
plate the social world they hope to live in moving forward.

The research presented in the book includes the best work 
of classical and established contemporary sociologists, and 
an inclusive treatment of all people is woven throughout 
the text. By using the latest theory and research, Sociology in 
Our Times not only provides students with the most  relevant 
information about sociological thinking, but also helps 
 students consider the significance of the interlocking nature 
of class, race, and gender in all aspects of life.

We have sought to make the research accessible and 
engaging for both students and instructors. Concepts and 
theories are presented in a straightforward and understandable 
way, and the wealth of concrete examples and lived experi-
ences woven throughout the chapters makes the relevance of 
sociological theory and research abundantly clear to students. 
We know that people learn best through stories, and we have 
tried throughout to tell stories about our social world.

NEW FEATURES

Changes in the Seventh Canadian Edition

The seventh Canadian edition of Sociology in Our Times pro-
vides us with the opportunity to further improve a text that has 

been well received by students and educators. We have added 
several hundred new references that incorporate the most 
recent new developments in sociological research, including 
the latest census data from Statistics Canada. We have added 
a new chapter on “Sociology and the Environment” because 
of the importance of this growing field to the discipline and 
to the future of society. 

•  Chapter 1 (“The Sociological Perspective”) introduces 
students to the main theoretical perspectives used in 
sociology and includes a new opening narrative from 
a student discussing the challenges faced by millen-
nials as a result of the excesses of the boomer genera-
tion. Students are also introduced to the importance of 
having a global sociological imagination.

•  Chapter 2 (“Sociological Research”) describes how social 
scientists conduct their research and the links between 
research and theory. The chapter now includes a section 
on big data, perhaps the most exciting new development 
in sociological methodology in the past several decades. 
This section discusses some of the important ethical 
implications of using big data. The Sociology and New 
Media box on “Methods and the New Media,” formerly 
online, has been integrated into the body of the chapter.

•  Chapter 3 (“Culture”) has the 2011 census data on 
language diversity, ethnicity, and Indigenous peoples in 
Canada. This chapter has an expanded focus on mul-
ticulturalism as demonstrated with the new opening 
narrative, which highlights the challenges of negoti-
ating identity in an increasingly multicultural society. 
In keeping with this theme, a new Point/Counterpoint 
box (“Multiculturalism, Reasonable Accommodation, 
and ‘Veiled’ Hostility”) explores various debates around 
Muslim women wearing religious head covering and 
clothing.

•  Chapter 4 (“Socialization”) has shifted focus some-
what to examine the effects of positive socialization and 
interesting new issues relating to early childhood and 
adolescent socialization that are particularly relevant 
to students attending university for the first time. A 
new Point/Counterpoint box (“The Issue of Excessive 
Praise”) examines the effects of excessive praise on early 
childhood socialization.

•  Chapter 5 (“Society, Social Structure, and Interaction”) 
includes new research on homelessness in Canada. In 
the new opening narrative, a young woman describes 
trying to survive living “on the street” in Winnipeg.

•  Chapter 6 (“Families”) has the most recent data (2011) 
on changes in Canadian families, including an increase 
in the number of same-sex families, stepfamilies, and 
common-law families, while maintaining its focus on 
family diversity and change.
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•  Chapter 7 (“Groups and Organizations”) examines 
how organizations affect our behaviour. The section 
on the famous Asch experiments has been updated by 
describing a study designed to see if the judgments of 
fingerprint experts would be affected by peer pressure. 
Also, Milgram’s work on obedience was used to help 
explain the behaviour of U.S. government officials who 
were involved in torturing prisoners following the 9/11 
attacks. The section on gender issues within organiza-
tions has been updated to include the recent sexual 
harassment issues at Dalhousie University’s Faculty of 
Dentistry.

•  Chapter 8 (“Crime and Deviance”) has a new chapter 
introduction, which discusses the lives of British 
Columbia’s notorious Bacon Brothers. These gang 
leaders grew up in a middle-class household and became 
the leaders of one of Canada’s most violent organized 
crime groups. The chapter also includes a new section 
on surveillance, which is becoming an important topic 
within the field of criminology. Crime statistics have 
been updated to include 2014 crime rates.

•  Chapter 9 (“Social Class and Stratification in Canada”) 
has the most recent data on the distribution of wealth 
and income, as well as poverty, in today’s society. This 
chapter highlights the effects of growing income and 
wealth inequality.

•  Chapter 10 (“Global Stratification”) has a new 
chapter introduction, which tells the inspiring story 
of Malawi’s William Kamkwamba—The Boy Who 
Harnessed the Wind. There is a new Sociology in 
Global Perspective box (“The Missing Women”) 
dealing with the world’s missing women. These are 
women who were never born because of sex- selective 
abortion, or who died early because of infanticide, 
the denial of healthcare and proper nutrition to 
young girls, and the impact of death in childbirth 
and through HIV/AIDS for adult women. The sec-
tion on the health and safety hazards associated with 
offshore production now includes a discussion of the 
deadly collapse of a clothing factory at Bangladesh’s 
Rana Plaza.

•  Chapter 11 (“Ethnic Relations and Race”) maintains 
its emphasis on racism with a revised discussion of dif-
ferent types of racism, new personal narratives from 
racial minorities who have experienced racism, and 
a new Point/Counterpoint box (“Explaining White 
Privilege to the Deniers and the Haters”) that challenges 
students to think about white privilege. This chapter 
also includes the newest (2011) census data on ethnic 
origins, language diversity, and visible minorities.

•  Chapter 12 (“Gender”) explores our understanding of 
gender and challenges students to move past binary 
definitions of gender to an understanding of gender 
as complex and encompassing more than just two 
possibilities. The opening narrative tells the story 
of 11-year-old Wren who is transgender. A Point/
Counterpoint box (“How Many Genders: 56 or 2?”) 
defines various new ways that individuals can define 
their gender.

•  Chapter 13 (“Sex, Sexualities, and Intimate 
Relationships”) examines a range of controversial issues 
related to sexuality today. It includes updated infor-
mation on sexual health, diverse sexualities, the sexual 
double standard, and “hookup cultures.”

•  Chapter 14 (“Aging”) includes two important addi-
tions to the discussion of theories of aging: The aging 
and society paradigm is now included as a function-
alist theory of aging, and cumulative advantage theory 
is now part of the discussion of conflict theories. The 
chapter also increases the cross-cultural emphasis by 
discussing aging in Japan and China. Statistics in the 
chapter have been extensively updated to reflect the 
aging of Canadian society. Finally, the chapter presents 
the innovative ideas of the group called the Committee 
for Retirement Alternatives for Women.

•  Chapter 15 (“Health, Healthcare, and Disability”) con-
tains updated statistics on health and healthcare. There 
is a discussion of discrimination against individuals as 
well as against several African nations during the Ebola 
outbreak in 2014–2015. The chapter also includes a 
new emphasis on the social determinants of health. The 
Sociology and New Media box (“Dr. Google: Health 
on the Web”) on the role of new media in health and 
healthcare is now included in the body of the chapter.

•  Chapter 16 (“Education”) has a focus on issues of 
postsecondary education, including rising tuition costs, 
increasing student debt, and a shrinking job market. A 
new opening narrative explores the decision to go to col-
lege or university directly out of high school or to take a 
“gap year.” The chapter also includes an examination of 
home-schooling and dropping out.

•  Chapter 17 (“Religion”) has a new chapter introduc-
tion discussing the controversy over Trinity Western 
University’s Christian Covenant, which requires that 
students follow a conduct code prescribing that sexual 
relations are permissible only within a marital relation-
ship and between a man and a woman. Several provin-
cial law societies have refused to accredit this program. 
The chapter also includes new material on women and 
religion, and on Indigenous people and religion. The 
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theory section now includes a discussion of rational 
choice theories of religion. New data from the 2011 
National Household Survey have been used to update 
the discussion of the religious affiliation of Canadians.

•  Chapter 18 (“Mass Media”) was new in the last edition, 
so it has not been extensively revised in this edition.

•  Chapter 19 (“The Economy and Work”) has been 
updated to discuss the changes in the economy brought 
about by new media (including blogs, Wikipedia, 
crowdsourcing, the sharing economy, etc.), and by new 
technology such as 3D printing. These changes are 
occurring rapidly and will have a profound impact on 
the future economy. There is a more extensive discussion 
of the problems that unions may face in the future and 
an expanded section on the difficulties facing women 
who are seeking careers in the high-tech industry. The 
chapter also deals with the issue of the hollowing out of 
the middle class.

•  Chapter 20 (“Sociology and the Environment”) is a new 
chapter that examines a number of important issues 
related to environmental sociology, including climate 
change, environmental effects on health, and environ-
mental justice and environmental racism. In this chapter, 
students are introduced to the primary theoretical 
frameworks in environmental sociology. This chapter 
also focuses on the health implications of climate change 
and other environmental issues. Several controversial 
cases, both in Canada (“Mercury Poisoning in Grassy 
Narrows”) and internationally (“Bhopal Tragedy”), 
are used to challenge students to explore the complex 

interplay between human activity and environmental 
destruction.

•  Chapter 21 (“Collective Behaviour, Social Movements, 
and Social Change”) includes a new chapter introduc-
tion that looks at former Senate Page Brigette Depape, 
whose “Stop Harper” sign disrupted the throne speech. 
The chapter also features updated examples of mass 
behaviour, such as rumours, gossip, fads, and fashion; 
an updated discussion on revolutionary movements, 
such as Tunisia in 2013; and interesting new examples 
of protest movements in Canada.

•  Chapter 22 (“Power, Politics, and Government”) has 
a new chapter introduction looking at the impact of 
the Idle No More movement. There is additional mate-
rial on current Canadian political issues, including why 
Canadians believe there is a democratic deficit and the 
problem of domestic terrorism. The Sociology and New 
Media box on social media and politics (“The Political 
Impact of Social Media”) has now been included in the 
body of the chapter. There is also additional material on 
social media, including the Facebook political partici-
pation study. (This chapter is available online at www 
.nelson.com/student.)

•  Chapter 23 (“Population and Urbanization”) has a new 
chapter introduction showing how a new immigrant to 
Canada learned about some practices that Canadians 
take for granted. The chapter also has new material 
on cities and gender, and a new section on the second 
demographic transition. (This chapter is available online 
at www.nelson.com/student.)
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SOCIOLOGY AND 
THE ENVIRONMENT

NEL

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
AFER READING THIS CHAPTER, YOU SHOULD BE ABLE TO

LO-1 Understand what is meant by environmental sociology.

LO-2 Compare how the treadmill theory of production, ecological modernization 
theory, ecofeminism, and constructionism differ in their analysis of the 
environment.

LO-3 Understand the primary ways in which the environment affects our health.

LO-4 Explain how human populations are differentially and unequally affected by 
challenges in the environment.

LO-5 Discuss the emerging field of green criminology.

How do the social world 
and the natural world 
interact?

CHAPTER FOCUS 

QUESTION

20
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IRA MEYER/National Geographic Creative

BK-NEL-MURRAY_7CE-150333-Chp20.indd   546 28/10/15   3:00 PM

NEL

Climate change is having an impact on 
people around the world. Canada’s North 
is one of the places which might be the 
most affected:

My name is Caitlyn Baikie. I am a 
20-year-old Inuk from Nain, Nunatsiavut, 
and have lived there all of my life. 
Nunatsiavut, in the Inuktitut language, 
means “our beautiful land,” and what a 
beautiful land it is. . . .

My life in Nain is very different than 
for those who live in the city. Nain is 
a very isolated community, there are 
no roads to or from Nain, the only way 
to get here is by plane or boat, and in 
the winter by airplane or snowmobile. 
Though our weekdays are school and 
work filled as it is in the south, our 
recreational and sustenance activities 
are very different. In the winter, we go 
hunting for small game like partridges, 
which can be found locally all around 
the town. On weekends we often go by 
snowmobile on the ice to our cabins 
near hunting grounds where we hunt 
seals, caribou, ukialik (arctic hare), and 
migratory birds. This is when we get the 
bulk of our meat for the year. It is very 
important to get good sea ice, it pro-
vides us with the means to travel and 
hunt, usually for six months of the year. 
The people of Nain and the north coast 
are often referred to as sikimiut, people 
of the sea ice.

Inuit depend greatly on the sea ice 
also to travel to other nearby commun-
ities. However, the past few seasons 
have not been good for sea ice—it was 
not until mid-January that people first 
went for a snowmobile drive. This is very 
late considering that we are accustomed 
to have already travelled these routes 
and filled our freezers with freshly 
killed caribou by then. We collectively 
wondered if these years could just be 
“off.” But how far do you go in saying 
it’s just “off,” instead of part of some-
thing bigger? We have been faced with 
precipitation, and week-long periods 
of fog and cold temperatures during 
our summer instead of sun and warm 
temperatures. Summer blends into fall, 
without the usual chill and freezing 
ground.

. . . .The elders have noticed this par-
ticularly. Their knowledge of our land 
and climate has sustained them and our 
people in their survival on the land for 
decades and it is scary to think that they 
have not seen a year like 2010 before. 
They know that our climate is changing 
because they have lived here for gen-
erations, and these generations hold no 
knowledge of years like this. Our elders 
know from experience that our climate 
is changing; scientists have data that 
says our climate is changing.

. . . .As a collective, the elders have 
noticed that there is not as much snow-
fall as there used to be. They say that 
we don’t get near the amount of snow 
that they did when they were young. 
The elders have also noted an increased 
number of polar bear sightings further 
south. This is very unusual, and likely 
attributable to the lack of floe ice during 
the summer months, leaving polar bears 
no other option than to move to the land 
where people live. Unusual ice condi-
tions have also brought tragedy to our 
communities. We have lost lives because 
of less predictability in ice and snow 
cover. A few years ago, two experienced 
Inuit hunters lost their lives while travel-
ling a route that was known to them.

As Inuit, our lives are tied to nature 
and for that we have a great respect 
for Mother Nature’s strength. The land, 
the sea, and the climate define us as a 
culture, and our culture will forever be 
altered because of the changes we are 
undergoing today. (Baikie, 2012)

Caitlyn Baikie’s story illustrates the 
interdependence of nature and society. 
By burning fossil fuels, human societies 
have caused global warming. The changes 
caused by global warming are having a 
huge impact on society—not just in 
Canada’s Arctic but everywhere on the 
globe.

The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change concluded that, 
“Warming of the climate system is une-
quivocal, and since the 1950s, many of the 
observed changes are unprecedented over 
decades to millennia. The atmosphere 
and ocean have warmed, the amounts of 
snow and ice have diminished, and sea 

level has risen” (IPCC:2). Climate scien-
tists tell us that we should not allow global 
average temperatures to rise more than 2 
degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels.  
However, unless governments act soon, 
temperature may rise four or five degrees 
by the end of the century. This will 
almost certainly cause massive changes in 
the global climate, including severe heat 
waves, droughts, extreme weather events, 
and a significant rise in the level of our 
oceans. According to Pope Francis, in his 
2015 papal encyclical on the environ-
ment, “Doomsday predictions can no 
longer be met with irony or disdain. We 
may well be leaving to coming genera-
tions debris, desolation and filth.”

Before reading on, test your knowl-
edge of the relationship between the envi-
ronment and society by taking the quiz 
in Box 20.1

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. If global warming continues, 
what impact will it have on the 
community in which you live?

2. What do you think are the most 
important things that Canadians 
can do to help protect the world’s 
environment?

3. Why are the world’s most vulnerable 
citizens the most negatively 
affected by environmental change?

BK-NEL-MURRAY_7CE-150333-Chp20.indd   547 28/10/15   3:00 PM

UNIQUE FEATURES 
WALKTHROUGH

The following special features are specifically designed to 
reflect the themes of relevance and diversity in Sociology 
in Our Times, as well as to support student learning. The 
enhanced pedagogical framework aims to respect diverse 
learning preferences and engage today’s students.

Chapter Learning Objectives

A list of objectives at the beginning of each chapter gives 
students an overview of major topics and a convenient aid 
for reviewing the central points of each chapter.

Chapter Focus Questions

Each chapter begins with an open-ended question that pro-
vides a starting point for students to think about the material 
covered in the chapter.

Interesting and Engaging Lived Experiences

Authentic first-person accounts are used as opening vignettes 
and throughout each chapter to create interest and give 
concrete meaning to the topics being discussed. Lived 
experiences, including racism, transgender marriage, envi-
ronmental activism, transgender issues, disability, and home-
lessness, provide opportunities for students to consider social 
life beyond their own experiences and to examine class, eth-
nicity, gender, and age from diverse perspectives. An unusu-
ally wide range of diverse experiences—both positive and 
negative—is systematically incorporated to expose students 
to a multiplicity of viewpoints.

Critical Thinking Questions

After the opening lived experience in each chapter, a series 
of introductory questions invites students to think about the 
major topics discussed in the vignette and in the chapter.
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Sociology and Everyday Life

Each chapter has a brief Sociology and Everyday Life quiz 
that relates the sociological perspective to the pressing social 
issues presented in the opening vignette. (Answers are pro-
vided online at www.nelson.com/student.) Do official 
statistics accurately reflect crime rates in Canada? Does 
increasing cultural diversity lead to an increasing incidence 
of hate crimes and racism? Do individuals over the age of 
65 have the highest rate of poverty? Topics such as these will 
pique the interest of students.

Emphasizing the Importance of a  
Global Perspective

In our interconnected world, the sociological imagination 
must extend beyond national borders. The global implica-
tions of topics are examined throughout each chapter and 
in Sociology in Global Perspective boxes. Topics include 
commercial surrogacy in India, missing women around the 
world, the relationship between long-term environmental 
pollution and new social pressures in China, aging in Russia, 
and religious terrorism.

Point/Counterpoint Boxes

Point/Counterpoint boxes encourage students to use their 
sociological knowledge to grapple with some of today’s most 
hotly contested issues, such as how much accommodation is 
reasonable for multicultural minorities, the impact of white 
privilege, and the corporatization of medical charities. The 
topics covered can be used as springboards for in-class debate 
or online discussion forums.

4 8 4 CHAPTER 18  ▲   MASS MEDIA
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LO-1  WHAT ARE THE MASS MEDIA?

The media connect those who produce messages with those who receive them. The mass media 
can be defined as any technologically based means of communicating between large numbers 
of people distributed widely over space or time (Pavlik and McIntosh, 2011:18).

Traditionally, the mass media have involved one-way communication in which a single 
source sent out a message to a large number of people who passively received that message. In 
the early days of television, there were only one or two channels and families gathered together 
in their living rooms to watch their favourite programs. There was little choice of programs and 
no opportunity for direct interaction between the media and members of the audience.

The nature of the media has changed dramatically. Social media such as blogs, Facebook, and 
Twitter allow many individuals or groups to send out messages to many others. The monopoly 
of those who control transmission has been broken. We have access to hundreds of television 

 mass media Any 
technologically based 
means of communicating 
between large numbers 
of people distributed 
widely over space or 
time.

ecosystem that can help to amplify a 
message to enough audiences that a huge 
undertaking like a revolution becomes 
possible (Zuckerman, 2011).

The Arab Spring has served as a pro-
totype for protest movements in North 
America. Both Occupy Wall Street and 
Idle No More made extensive use of 
social media. Indigenous Canadians 
were unhappy about proposed govern-
ment legislation they felt would have a 
negative impact on their rights. After an 
initial meeting organized by four women 
in Saskatchewan, the movement quickly 
spread through Facebook and Twitter. 
Ultimately, the movement spread across 
Canada (in January 2013 there were 
600,000 tweets using #idlenomore), and 

ultimately spread throughout the world. 
This wasn’t just a social media phenom-
enon as supporting events were held in 
Europe, Australia, and the Middle East 
(Coates, 2015).

Before reading on, test your knowl-
edge of the media by taking the quiz in 
Box 18.1.

(Source: Used with permission of Ayat 
Mneina)

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Think of a political issue that you 
and your friends are interested in 
(tuition fees, student loan policies, 
environmental issues). How could 
you use social media to help 
promote your views on this issue?

2. In the 2012 U.S. presidential 
election, Barack Obama based 
much of his campaign strategy 
on organizing support through 
social media. Are Canadian 
politicians doing a good job of 
using social media? Do you think 
young voters would be more 
receptive to political participation 
if more politicians follow President 
Obama’s example?

3. Do any of your friends or 
classmates come from countries 
with repressive governments? If so, 
are any of them involved in using 
social media to help people who 
oppose these governments?

How Much Do You Know About the Media?

SOCIOLOGY AND EVERYDAY LIFEBOX 18.1

True False
T F  1. You do not need to be concerned about your privacy when using social media sites such as 

Facebook.
T F  2. Canadians spend more time watching television than using the Internet.
T F  3. Canadian radio stations can broadcast any songs they wish.
T F  4. When people design their online avatars in virtual worlds such as Second Life, they are not bound 

by our real-life cultural preferences about body size, hairstyles, and dress.
T F  5. While Internet dating sites are becoming more common, most people still meet their partners 

through traditional means such as family, school, and church.

For answers to the quiz about the media, go to www.nelson.com/student.
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LO-4  PROFITING FROM SOCIAL MEDIA

In its early days, the Internet was not about money because it was designed to allow scientists 
to communicate with one another. Businesses soon began to seek ways of profiting from Web 
activities, however, and the ideologies of “free” versus “profit” have battled throughout the 
history of the Internet. For example, early in the development of the Web, Microsoft forced 
computer manufacturers to include Internet Explorer in their computers. Eventually, Explorer 
captured 97 percent of the browser market and put most of its competitors out of business. 
This monopoly was broken by the courts, and other browsers, such as Firefox and Chrome, 
have become popular.

Another economic battle was fought after the invention of Napster, which was the first 
widely available means of downloading music. This had a huge impact on the music industry 
as millions of people began to share music online rather than purchasing it from music stores. 
This permanently changed the music business, although legal music sources such as iTunes have 
helped the music companies and the artists regain some of their profits.

The new social media are also trying to become profitable. Most users do not understand 
the role of Facebook (Rushkoff, 2010). They think they are clients of Facebook, but they are 
actually its products—because Facebook makes money by selling access to personal information. 
Because of the information people provide to the site, Facebook can charge a premium for ads 
that are tailored to the interests of a particular audience (see Box 18.3). Many other social media 
platforms such as Twitter and LinkedIn have rewarded investors as the value of their stock has 
increased, but are looking for ways of reaping greater financial rewards from their enormous 
popularity.  Popular games such as Candy Crush and Clash of Clans can be downloaded free, but 
have extra features for which users can pay if they choose—and enough choose to pay that the 
games make millions of dollars a day in revenue (Stevenson, 2014).

You have just tweeted a friend that you’re going for coffee. 
As you pass a coffee shop, a coupon arrives on your phone 
offering 50 cents off a large cup of coffee. A friend who is 
travelling to Paris uses an online site to book a hotel room. 
Because she is using a Mac computer, the hotels that come 
up on the booking list are more expensive than if she had 
used a PC. A new college graduate has submitted a resumé 
for a job. The potential employer looks at the applicant’s 
Facebook site, finds photos of the applicant using soft drugs 
at parties, and decides not to hire the person. In each of 
these cases, information that a person might expect to be 
private has been used by a third party. In the first two cases, 
the information was sold to an advertiser.

Online sites such as Facebook, Google, and Twitter 
provide a useful service for hundreds of millions of 
users. However, from the perspective of those who own 
these sites, the service is actually provided to adver-
tisers rather than to users. The commodity they pro-
vide to these advertisers is personal information about 

users that allows advertisers to carefully target their ad 
campaigns. Advertisers are interested in knowing your 
location, relationship status, travel plans, musical tastes, 
occupation, and other interests.

Search engines such as Google make billions of  dollars 
from tracking the key words you use. If you search for 
terms such as headache or upset stomach, you may 
receive ads or coupons for remedies for these maladies. 
Google also tracks your information across its different 
products, such as Gmail and YouTube, to develop more 
complete profiles of users in order to personalize the 
service.

Facebook and other networking sites frequently 
change their privacy policies with little notice. In 2009, 
Facebook suddenly made lists of friends publicly avail-
able. This change had serious consequences for many 
people. For example, the Iranian government detained 
people who were Facebook friends with people who 
were critics of the government (Andrews, 2012).  

New Media and Privacy

POINT/COUNTERPOINTBOX 18.3

(Continued)
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Religious terrorism has become a serious threat in post-
modern societies. While there is a long history of reli-
gious wars among states and many earlier instances of 
religious terrorism, this type of terrorism has intensified 
over the past three decades. Following the September 11,  
2001, attacks on the United States and subsequent 
bombings in Madrid, Bali, London, Mumbai, and else-
where, much of the world’s attention is now focused 
on Islamic terrorists, including members of groups like  
al-Qaeda and ISIS, and Nigeria’s Boko Haram. However, 
all of the world’s major religious traditions—as well as 
many minor religious movements—have been linked with 
terrorism. Among the questions that interest sociologists 
are: What are the causes of religious terrorism? How 
does it differ from other types of terrorist activities?

Violent extremism is not limited to any one faith. In 
Northern Ireland, the Catholic Irish Republican Army 
(IRA) exploded hundreds of bombs and killed hundreds 
of civilians in an attempt to free Northern Ireland from 
British rule. In 1994, a Jewish right-wing settler, Dr. Baruch 
Goldstein, shot and killed more than 30 Palestinians who 
were praying at the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron. 
On the other side of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, hun-
dreds of Israelis have been killed by Palestinian suicide 
bombers. In Canada and the United States, there have 
been numerous bombings of abortion clinics, and sev-
eral doctors who perform abortions have been killed 
or wounded—some of these attacks were carried out by 
Christian ministers, and other attacks were supported 
by militant Christian groups.

The largest domestic terrorism incident in the 
United States was the bombing of the Oklahoma City 
federal building, which killed 168 people. The bomber, 
Timothy McVeigh, was inspired by the white suprema-
cist book The Turner Diaries. This book condemns the 
dictatorial secularism that it alleges has been imposed 
on the United States by a Jewish and liberal conspiracy. 
McVeigh’s religious group, Christian Identity, shared 
these values and beliefs (Juergensmeyer, 2003).

Militant Sikhs, fighting for an independent homeland, 
have committed many acts of terrorism. These include 
the assassination of Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi 
by her own bodyguards. Sikh extremists were also 
responsible for Canada’s worst act of terrorism, the Air 
India bombing that killed 329 people (see Chapter 22).

In 1995, members of an apocalyptic Japanese 
Buddhist sect released sarin nerve gas into the Tokyo 
subway system—this was the first attempt by religious 
terrorists to use a weapon of mass destruction. While 
the attack killed 12 people, thousands more would have 
died if the terrorists had been able to find a more effec-
tive way of vaporizing the sarin gas.

There are differences in the motivation behind 
these different attacks. The IRA bombing campaign 
had a strong political component, while members of 
the Japanese sect had few identifiable political goals. 
In each of the instances, however, the religious ide-
ology of the terrorists defines the enemy and provides 
a justification for killing innocents. According to Bruce 
Hoffman, there are important differences between reli-
gious and secular terrorism:

For the religious terrorist, violence first and foremost 
is a sacramental act or divine duty executed in direct 
response to some theological demand or imperative. 
Terrorism assumes a transcendental dimension, and 
its perpetrators are thereby unconstrained by the 
political, moral, or practical constraints that seem 
to affect other terrorists . . . Thus, religion serves 
as a legitimizing force—conveyed by sacred text or 
imparted via clerical authorities claiming to speak 
for the divine. (1995:272)

The acts of secular terrorists may be restrained by 
their fear of alienating potential supporters. Religious 
terrorists must please only themselves and their god, 
and can justify attacks against all “nonbelievers.” 
Finally, purely religious terrorists are not trying to 
change an existing system, such as a particular govern-
ment. Rather, they wish to transform the social order. 
For example, according to former al Qaeda leader 
Osama bin Laden:

It is no secret that warding off the American enemy 
is the top duty after faith and that nothing should 
take priority over it . . . jihad has become [obligatory] 
upon each and every Muslim . . . The time has come 
when all the Muslims of the world, especially the 
youth, should unite and soar . . . and continue jihad 
till these forces are crushed to naught, all the anti-
Islamic forces are wiped off the face of this earth and 
Islam takes over the whole world and all the other 
false religions. (quoted in Juergensmeyer, 2003:431)

Because negotiating with religious terrorists is 
almost impossible and because contemporary terrorist 
organizations have a loose networked form (see Box 7.5),  
they are very difficult to control. Religious terrorism is 
a serious threat, but we should keep religion in perspec-
tive by remembering that the mass genocides of the 
20th century, including the Holocaust, Stalin’s purges 
in Russia and his genocide against the Ukrainian people 
(the Holodomor), China’s Cultural Revolution, and Pol 
Pot’s massacre in Cambodia, were committed in the 
name of political ideology, not religion.

Religious Terrorism

SOCIOLOGY IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVEBOX 17.2
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Census Profile

The Census Profiles provide information that highlights 
changes in Canadian society based on census data. Each 
unique box uses recent statistics, ensuring students are up-
to-date and informed about the topics discussed.

Concept Snapshot

A brief summary of all major perspectives covered in the 
chapter and the key people connected to those theories are 
presented in a table format that is efficient for studying.

Time to Review Questions 

Time to Review questions help students to review and retain 
key information from the preceding paragraphs.

VISUAL SUMMARY

NEL   8 3

3L0-1
 Understand the importance of culture in our lives and those of 

others in society.

Culture encompasses the knowledge, language, values, and 
customs passed from one generation to the next in a human 
group or society. Culture is essential for our individual 
survival because, unlike nonhuman animals, we are not 
born with instinctive information about how to behave and 
how to care for our selves and others.

Culture can be a stabilizing force for society, providing a 
sense of continuity; however, culture also can be a force that 
generates discord, conflict, and violence.

There are both material and nonmaterial expressions of 
culture. Material culture consists of the physical creations 
of society. Nonmaterial culture is more abstract and reflects 
the ideas, values, and beliefs of a society.

L0-2
 Identify the essential components  

of culture.

These components are symbols, language, values, and 
norms. Symbols express shared meanings; through 
them, groups communicate cultural ideas and abstract 
concepts. Language is a set of symbols through which 
groups communicate. Values are a culture’s collective ideas 
about what is or is not acceptable. Norms are the specific 
behavioural expectations within a culture.

L0-3
 Describe what causes cultural 

in societies.

Cultural change takes place in all societies. Change occurs 
through discovery and invention and through diffusion, 
which is the transmission of culture from one society or 
group to another.

L0-4
 Compare and contrast ethnocentrism 

and cultural relativism as approaches to 
examining cultural differences.

Ethnocentrism is the assumption that one’s own culture 
is superior to other cultures. Cultural relativism counters 
culture shock and ethnocentrism by viewing and analyzing 
another culture in terms of its own values and standards.
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KEY TERMS

counterculture A group that 
strongly rejects dominant 
societal values and norms and 
seeks alternative lifestyles 
(p. 76).

cultural imperialism The 
extensive infusion of one 
nation’s culture into other 
nations (p. 78).

cultural lag William Ogburn’s 
term for a gap between the 
technical development of a 
society (material culture) and 
its moral and legal institutions 
(nonmaterial culture) (p. 71).

cultural relativism The 
belief that the behaviours and 
customs of any culture must 
be viewed and analyzed by the 
culture’s own standards (p. 76).

cultural universals Customs 
and practices that occur 
across all societies (p. 62).

culture The knowledge, 
language, values, customs, and 
material objects that are passed 
from person to person and from 
one generation to the next in a 
human group or society (p. 59).

diffusion The transmission 
of cultural items or social 
practices from one group or 
society to another (p. 71).

discovery The process of 
learning about something 
previously unknown or 
unrecognized (p. 71).

ethnocentrism The tendency 
to regard one’s own culture 
and group as the standard—
and thus superior—whereas 
all other groups are seen as 
inferior (p. 76).

folkways Informal norms or 
everyday customs that may 
be violated without serious 
consequences within a 
particular culture (p. 70).
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children. Both legal and blood ties are found in most families of procreation. The relationship 
between a husband and wife is based on legal ties; however, the relationship between a parent 
and child may be based on either blood ties or legal ties, depending on whether the child has 
been adopted or is by marriage.

EXTENDED AND NUCLEAR FAMILIES Sociologists distinguish between extended 
and nuclear families based on the number of generations that live within a household. An 
extended family is a family unit composed of relatives in addition to parents and children 
who live in the same household. These families often include grandparents, uncles, aunts, 
or other relatives who live in close proximity to the parents and children, making it possible 
for family members to share resources. In horticultural and agricultural societies, extended 
families are extremely important; having a large number of family members participate 
in food production may be essential for survival. Today, extended families are becoming 
more common across North America and Britain. This trend is related to an increase in 
the number of families caring for aging seniors in their homes, an increase in the number 
of grandparents with children and grandchildren living with them for economic reasons, 
and an increase in immigration from countries where extended family living is the norm 
(Milan, Keown, and Robles Urquijo, 2011).

A nuclear family is a family composed of one or two parents and their dependent children, 
all of whom live apart from other relatives. A traditional definition specifies that a nuclear 

family is made up of a “couple” and their dependent children; 
however, this definition became outdated as a significant shift 
occurred in the family structure. A recent trend in Canadian 
families is that there are now more families without children 
than families with children. As shown in the Census Profile, 
in 2011 about 39 percent of all households were composed of 
couples with children under the age of 18, while almost 45 
percent of couples did not have children living at home. This 
latter group consisted of childless couples and empty nesters, 
or couples whose children no longer lived at home (Statistics 
Canada, 2012d).

Nuclear families are smaller than they were 20 years ago; 
whereas the average family size in 1971 was 3.7 persons, in 
2011 it was 2.9 persons. This decrease has been largely attrib-
uted to a decline in the overall fertility rate after the baby 
boom and in a significant increase in the number of lone-
parent families.

MARRIAGE PATTERNS

Across cultures, families are characterized by different forms 
of marriage. Marriage is a legally recognized and/or socially 
approved arrangement between two or more individuals that 
carries certain rights and obligations and usually involves 
sexual activity. In Canada, the only legally sanctioned form of 
marriage is monogamy—marriage to one person at a time. For 
some people, marriage is a lifelong commitment that ends only 
with the death of a partner.

Members of some religious groups believe that marriage 
is “forever”; if one spouse dies, the surviving spouse is pre-
cluded from marrying anyone else. For others, marriage is a 

 extended family A 
family unit composed 
of relatives in addition 
to parents and children 
who live in the same 
household.

 nuclear family A 
family made up of one 
or two parents and their 
dependent children, all 
of whom live apart from 
other relatives.

 marriage A legally 
recognized and/
or socially approved 
arrangement between 
two or more individuals 
that carries certain rights 
and obligations and 
usually involves sexual 
activity.

 monogamy marriage 
to one person at a time.

Changes to the family structure include a decline in 
marriages, an increase in common-law unions, and an 
increase in single-parent families.

Changes in Family Structure

CENSUS PROFILE

Married couples
with children
55%

Married couples
without children
28%

Lone-parent
families
11%

Common-law
couples without
children
4%

Common-law
couples with
children
2%

Married couples
without children
34%

Lone-parent
families
15.9% Common-law

couples without
children
8.9%

Common-law
couples
with children
6.8%

Family Structure, 2006

Family Structure, 1981 Census

Couples
with
children
57%

Married couples
with children
34.6%

Couples
with
children
41.4%

Source: Statistics Canada, 2012e.
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1995). From this approach, if the nuclear family is a reflection of the age of modernity, the 
permeable family reflects the postmodern assumptions of difference and irregularity. This is evi-
dent in the fact that the nuclear family is now only one of many family forms. Similarly, under 
modernity, the idea of romantic love has given way to the idea of consensual love: Individuals 
agree to have sexual relations with others they have no intention of marrying or, if they marry, 
do not necessarily see the marriage as having permanence. Maternal love has also been trans-
formed into shared parenting, which includes not only mothers and fathers but also caregivers, 
who may be either relatives or nonrelatives.

Urbanity is another characteristic of the postmodern family. The boundaries between the 
public sphere (the workplace) and the private sphere (the home) are becoming more open and 
flexible. As a result, family life may be negatively affected by the decreasing distinction between 
what is work time and what is family time. As more people are becoming connected “24/7”  
(24 hours a day, seven days a week), the boss who before would not have called at 11:30 p.m. or 
when an employee was on vacation may send an email or text asking for an immediate response 
to some question that has arisen while the person is away with family members.

Social theorist Jean Baudrillard’s idea that the simulation of reality may come to be viewed 
as “reality” by some people can be applied to family interactions in the Information Age. Does 
the ability to contact someone anywhere and any time of the day or night provide greater hap-
piness and stability in families?

The Concept Snapshot summarizes these sociological perspectives on the family. Taken 
together, these perspectives on the social institution of families help us understand both the 
good and bad sides of familial relationships. Now, we shift our focus to love, marriage, intimate 
relationships, and family issues in Canada.

LO-3   ESTABLISHING FAMILIES

COHABITATION

Cohabitation refers to the sharing of a household by a couple who live together without being 
legally married. Attitudes about cohabitation have changed in the last few decades, some-
thing that is reflected in Figure 6.1. In Canada, cohabitation (most commonly referred to as 
a common-law union) has become an increasingly popular alternative to marriage. Since the 
early 1980s, the number of persons living common-law has doubled, going from 700,000 in 

 cohabitation The 
sharing of a household 
by a couple who live 
together without being 
legally married.

CONCEPT SNAPSHOT

FUNCTIONALIST PERSPECTIVES
Key thinker: Talcott Parsons

In modern societies, families serve the functions of sexual regulation, 
socialization, economic and psychological support, and provision of 
social status.

CONFLICT PERSPECTIVES
Key thinker: Friedrich Engels

Families both mirror and help perpetuate social inequalities based 
on class and gender.

FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES
Key thinkers: Nancy Mandell, Ann Duffy

Women’s subordination is rooted in patriarchy and men’s control 
over women’s labour power.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONIST 
PERSPECTIVES
Key thinker: Jessie Bernard

Family dynamics, including communication patterns and the 
subjective meanings that people assign to events, mean that 
interactions within families create a shared reality.

POSTMODERN PERSPECTIVES
Key thinker: David Elkind

In postmodern societies, families are diverse and fragmented. 
Boundaries between the workplace and home are also blurred.
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• Why does the country you are born in play such an important role in determining your 
life chances?

• How does excessive consumption in high-income countries affect people living in 
poverty in low-income countries?

• How have experts conceptualized world poverty and global stratification?

• Discuss the role of debt in determining the economic future of low-income nations.

• Why does foreign aid not always work to the benefit of people in low-income countries?

TIME TO REVIEW

ABSOLUTE, RELATIVE, AND SUBJECTIVE POVERTY

Defining poverty involves more than comparing personal or household income; it also involves 
social judgments made by researchers. Absolute poverty—a condition in which people do not 
have the means to secure the most basic necessities of life—would be measured by comparing 
personal or household income or expenses with the cost of buying a given quantity of goods 
and services. The World Bank (2008c) has defined absolute poverty as living on less than $1.25 
a day, and this definition is commonly used by other international organizations. Relative pov-
erty—when people may be able to afford basic necessities but are still unable to maintain an 
average standard of living—is measured by comparing one person’s income with the income 
of others. Finally, subjective poverty can be measured by comparing the actual income against 
the income earner’s expectations and perceptions. However, for low-income nations, data on 
income and levels of consumption are difficult to obtain (World Bank, 2003).

LO-2   GLOBAL POVERTY AND HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT ISSUES

While income disparity is a common measure of well-being, income is not the only factor 
that defines the impact of poverty. Work by prominent economists, including Nobel Prize 
winner Amartya Sen, has led to the use of a measure of human welfare as an indicator of 
development.

In 1990, the United Nations Development Programme introduced the Human Development 
Index (HDI), establishing three new criteria—in addition to GNI—for measuring the level of 
development in a country: life expectancy, education, and living standards (see Figure 10.3).

LIFE EXPECTANCY

Although some advances have been made in increasing life expectancy in middle- and low-
income countries, major problems still exist. On the positive side, average life expectancy has 
increased steadily over the past 50 years. However, there are still major income disparities, as 
the average life expectancy at birth in the countries ranked highest on human development is 
about 80 years, compared with 59 years in the countries ranked low in human development 
(United Nations Development Programme, 2013). Especially striking are the declines in life 
expectancies in sub-Saharan Africa, where estimated life expectancy has dropped significantly in 
many countries, largely because of HIV/AIDS. While the Safe Motherhood Initiative has had 
some success, nearly 300,000 women still die each year in pregnancy and childbirth (World 
Health Organization, 2014).
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The Visual Summary provides a concise summary of key 
points and theoretical perspectives. Summarized learning 
objectives are illustrated by a relevant image from the chapter. 
A list of Key Terms with page references provides a helpful 
study aid. The Key Figures feature reintroduces students 
to the major players in each chapter with a few important 
points and a portrait. Additionally, Application Questions 
encourage students to assess their knowledge of the chapter 
and apply insights they have gained to other issues.
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•  ReadSpeaker will read the text to you.

•  Flashcards are pre-populated to provide you with a 
jump-start for review—or you can create your own.

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

•  Self-quizzing allows you to assess your understanding of 
the material in the text.

Visit www.nelson.com/student to start using MindTap. 
Enter the Online Access Code from the card included with 
your text. If a code card is not provided, you can purchase 
instant access at NELSONbrain.com.

FOR INSTRUCTORS

The Nelson Education Teaching Advantage (NETA) 
 program delivers research-based instructor resources that 
promote student engagement and higher-order thinking to 
enable the success of Canadian students and educators. Visit 
Nelson Education’s Inspired Instruction website at www.
nelson.com/inspired/ to find out more about NETA. 

The following instructor resources have been created for 
Sociology in Our Times, Seventh Canadian Edition. Access 
these ultimate tools for customizing lectures and presenta-
tions at www.nelson.com/instructor.

NETA Test Bank

This resource was written by Jen Wrye of North 
Island College. It includes over 2500 multiple-choice 

 questions written according to NETA guidelines for 
effective construction and development of higher-order 
questions. Also included are approximately 650 true/
false questions and more than 250 short-answer and 
essay questions.

The NETA Test Bank is available in a new, cloud-based plat-
form. Nelson Testing Powered by Cognero® is a secure 
online testing system that allows instructors to author, edit, 
and manage test bank content from anywhere Internet 
access is available. No special installations or downloads are 
needed, and the desktop-inspired interface, with its drop-
down menus and familiar, intuitive tools, allows instructors 
to create and manage tests with ease. Multiple test versions 
can be created in an instant, and content can be imported 
or exported into other systems. Tests can be delivered from 
a learning management system, the classroom, or wherever 
an instructor chooses. Nelson Testing Powered by Cognero 
for Sociology in Our Times can also be accessed through www 
.nelson.com/instructor.

NETA PowerPoint

Microsoft® PowerPoint® lecture slides for every chapter 
have been created by Liam Kilmurray of the University 
of Ottawa. There is an average of 35 slides per chapter, 
many featuring key figures, tables, and photographs from 
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making it simple for instructors to customize the deck for 
their courses.

Image Library

This resource consists of digital copies of figures, short 
tables, and photographs used in the book. Instructors may 
use these jpegs to customize the NETA PowerPoint or create 
their own PowerPoint presentations.
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES
AFTER READING THIS CHAPTER, 
YOU SHOULD BE ABLE TO

LO-1 Explain what sociology can 
contribute to our understanding 
of social life.

LO-2 Explain why the sociological 
imagination is important for 
studying society.

LO-3 Discuss the major contributions 
of early sociologists.

LO-4 Describe the key assumptions 
behind each of the contemporary 
theoretical perspectives.

How does sociology 
add to our 
knowledge of human 
societies and of 
social issues such as 
consumerism?
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Consider the description by National Post 
writer Danielle Kubes describing some of 
the challenges of her generation, often 
referred to as “Millennials,” Generation 
Y, or the “Entitlement Generation” (born 
between 1981 and 1999). In her article 
entitled “The spending diaries: What 
three millennials spend their money 
on and why,” Kubes explains why her 
generation has it so much harder than the 
boomers (born between 1946 and 1964):

I’m a millennial. I hate that word: 
“Millennial.”

Before it came into vogue, the nine 
million Canadians born between 1980 
and 2000 were called the echo boom, or 
gen-Y, which I preferred, since it seemed 
to denote we came from somewhere—
as opposed to a spontaneous wave of 
children that appeared with genetic 
mutations that gave them super oppos-
able thumbs, perfect for texting.

Calling us millennials seems an 
attempt by previous generations to dis-
tance themselves from our propensities 
and our circumstances, as if they had no 
part. And the widest division seems to 
be in the economic sphere—how much 
we earn, the way we earn, and what we 
choose to buy.

Naturally, these economics have 
informed every other aspect of our life, 
like how we mate, the shelter we choose, 
and the way we transport ourselves.

 I spoke recently with David Coletto, 
who, as the 32-year-old CEO of Abacus 
Data, an Ottawa-based research firm, is a 
millennial that studies other millennials.

“We asked 18- to 35-year-olds in 
Canada, a representative sample, have 
you achieved a number of big mile-
stones in your life?” Coletto says.

“Have you moved out of your par-
ents’ home, do you have children, have 
you bought a house, are you financially 
independent, have you got a job in the 
field that you studied for, or a career, 
have you started your career?” he says.

“What’s unique is that millennials are 
achieving many of these milestones far 
later in their life.”

It’s easy to see why—no generation of 
Canadians has ever spent so many years 
being educated, while ending up so poor.

The economy before us had been 
growing almost steadily for 70 years, 
with a slight blip in the 1990s (see the 
1994 movie Reality Bites for details), 
and then it contracted at the precise 
moment the first cohort of millennials 
graduated and started job-hunting.

What followed was a dramatic rise in 
precarious employment . . . Wages were 
stagnant for those who did manage 
to secure employment—in 20 years 
they’ve risen only 35 per cent for the 
average Canadian.

In the same 20 years, the cost of 
undergraduate tuition rose 334 per 
cent, leading to an average student debt 
load of around $25,000, according to 
the Canadian Federation of Students. 
. . . The double whammy of a stunted 
job market and late adulthood, started 
deep in the red, has shaped this genera-
tion’s spending—from choosing to live 
at home, to outrage at spending $70 a 
month on cable, to ignoring the boomer 
markers of success.* 

Source: Kubes, D. 2015

Without question, we live in a “con-
sumer society” where many of us rely on 
credit cards, loans, and lines of credit to 
pay for items we want to purchase or 
services we need. However, the younger 
generation has had to wrestle with finan-
cial challenges that older generations did 
not have to worry about, like paying off 
their student loans while trying to save 
and manage spending on lower salaries. A 
recent survey found that more than one-
third of Generation Y’ers find it almost 
impossible to save. The consequences for 
Generation Y’ers living in a consumer 
society is that it is expensive to live, easy 
to spend, and a struggle to save.

Why are sociologists interested in 
studying consumerism? Sociologists study 
the consumer society—a society in which 
discretionary consumption is a mass phe-
nomenon among people across diverse 
income categories—because it provides 

interesting and important insights into 
many aspects of social life and our world. 
In the consumer society, for example, 
purchasing goods and services is not lim-
ited to the wealthy or even the middle 
class; people in all but the lowest income 
brackets spend time, energy, and money 
on shopping, and some amass large debts 
in the process. According to sociologists, 
shopping and consumption—in this 
instance, the money that people spend 
on goods and services—are processes that 
extend beyond our individual choices and 
are rooted in larger structural conditions 
in the social, political, and economic order 
in which we live. In the second decade of 
the 21st century, many people have had 
financial problems not only because of 
their own consumerism but also because of 
national and global economic instability. 
In addition, the process of globalization 
has dramatically affected consumerism 
and shifted the worldwide production and 
distribution of goods and services.

Why have shopping, spending, and 
credit card debt become major problems 
for some people? How are social rela-
tions and social meanings shaped by what 
people in a given society produce and how 
they consume? What national and world-
wide social processes shape the produc-
tion and consumption of goods, services, 
and information? In this chapter, we see 
how the sociological perspective helps us 
examine complex questions such as these, 
and we wrestle with some of the difficul-
ties of attempting to study human behav-
iour. Before reading on, take the Sociology 
and Everyday Life quiz in Box 1.1, which 
lists a number of commonsense notions 
about consumption and consumer debt.

In this chapter, we will see how the soci-
ological perspective helps us examine social 
issues, such as debt accumulation and over-
spending, and wrestle with some of the 
difficulties of attempting to study human 
behaviour. Throughout this text, you will 
be invited to use the sociological perspec-
tive and to apply your sociological imagi-
nation to reexamine your social world and 
explore important social issues and prob-
lems you may not have considered before.

* Danielle Kubes, “The spending diaries: What three millennials spend their money on and why,” Financial Post, June 15, 2015, http://business 
.financialpost.com/personal-finance/young-money/the-spending-diaries-what-three-millennials-spend-their-money-on-and-why?__lsa=3dd8-793b. Material 
republished with the express permission of: National Post, a division of Postmedia Network Inc.
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LO-1   PUTTING SOCIAL LIFE INTO 
PERSPECTIVE

Sociology is the systematic study of human society and social interaction. It is a systematic 
study because sociologists apply both theoretical perspectives and research methods (or orderly 
approaches) to examinations of social behaviour. Sociologists study human societies and their 
social interactions in order to develop theories of how human behaviour is shaped by group life 
and how, in turn, group life is affected by individuals.

To better understand the scope of sociology, you might compare it to other social sciences, 
such as anthropology, psychology, economics, and political science. Like anthropology, sociology 
studies many aspects of human behaviour; however, sociology is particularly interested in contem-
porary social organization, relations, and social change. Anthropology primarily concentrates on 
human existence over geographic space and evolutionary time, meaning that it focuses more on 
traditional societies and the development of diverse cultures. Cultural anthropology most closely 
overlaps sociology. Unlike psychology, sociology examines the individual in relation to external 
factors, such as the effects of groups, organizations, and social institutions on individuals and social 
life; psychology primarily focuses on internal factors relating to the individual in explanations of 
human behaviour and mental processes—what occurs in the mind. Social psychology is similar 
to sociology in that it emphasizes how social conditions affect individual behaviour. Although 
sociology examines all major social institutions, including the economy and politics, the fields of 
economics and political science concentrate primarily on a single institution—the economy or 
the political system. Topics of mutual interest to economics and sociology include issues such as 
consumerism and debt, which can be analyzed at global, national, and individual levels. Topics 
of mutual interest to political science and sociology are how political systems are organized and 
how power is distributed in society. As you can see, sociology shares similarities with other social 
sciences but offers a comprehensive approach to understanding many aspects of social life.

WHY STUDY SOCIOLOGY?

Sociology helps us gain a better understanding of our selves and our social world. It enables us 
to see how behaviour is largely shaped by the groups to which we belong and by the society in 
which we live.

Most of us take our social world for granted and view our lives in personal terms. Because 
of our culture’s emphasis on individualism, we often do not consider the complex connections 
between our own lives and the larger, recurring patterns of the society and world in which we 
live. Sociology helps us look beyond our personal experiences and gain insights into society and 
the larger world order. A society is a large social grouping that shares the same geographical 
territory and is subject to the same political authority and dominant cultural expectations, such 
as Canada, the United States, or Mexico. Examining the world order helps us understand that 
each of us is affected by global interdependence—a relationship in which the lives of all people 
are closely intertwined and any one nation’s problems are part of a larger global problem.

Individuals can make use of sociology on a more personal level. Sociology enables us to move 
beyond established ways of thinking, thus allowing us to gain new insights into ourselves and 

 sociology The 
systematic study of 
human society and social 
interaction.

 society A large social 
grouping that shares 
the same geographical 
territory and is subject 
to the same political 
authority and dominant 
cultural expectations.

 global 
interdependence A 
relationship in which 
the lives of all people 
are closely intertwined 
and any one nation’s 
problems are part of a 
larger global problem.

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS

1. Why have shopping, spending, 
credit card debt, and bankruptcy 
become major problems for some 
people?

2. How are social relations and social 
meanings shaped by what people 
in a given society produce and how 
they consume?

3. The millennial generation (those born 
after 1981) has often been described 
as the “Entitlement Generation.” Is 
credit card debt an example of this 
entitlement or of other social factors? 
How do you respond to this label?
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5 PUTTING SOCIAL LIFE INTO PERSPECTIVE

to develop a greater awareness of the connection between our own “world” and that of other 
people. According to sociologist Peter Berger (1963:23), sociological inquiry helps us see that 
“things are not what they seem.” Sociology provides new ways of approaching problems and 
making decisions in everyday life. It promotes understanding and tolerance by enabling each of 
us to look beyond our personal experiences (see Figure 1.1).

Many of us rely on intuition or common sense gained from personal experience to help us 
understand our daily lives and other people’s behaviour. Commonsense knowledge guides 
ordinary conduct in everyday life. We often rely on common sense—or “what everybody 
knows”—to answer key questions about behaviour: Why do people behave the way they do? 
Who makes the rules? Why do some people break rules and why do others follow them?

Many commonsense notions are myths. A myth is a popular but false notion that may be 
used, either intentionally or unintentionally, to perpetuate certain beliefs or “theories” even 
in the light of conclusive evidence to the contrary. For example, one widely held myth is 
that “money can buy happiness.” By contrast, sociologists strive to use scientific standards, 
not popular myths or hearsay, in studying society and social interaction. They use systematic 
research techniques and are accountable to the scientific community for their methods and the 
presentation of their findings. Although some sociologists argue that sociology must be com-
pletely value free—without distorting subjective (personal or emotional) bias—others do not 
think that total objectivity is an attainable or desirable goal when studying human behaviour. 
However, all sociologists attempt to discover patterns or commonalities in human behaviour. 
For example, when they study shopping behaviour or credit card abuse, sociologists look for 
recurring patterns of behaviour and for larger, structural factors that contribute to people’s 
behaviour. Women’s studies scholar Juliet B. Schor refers to consumption as the “see–want–
borrow–buy” process, which she believes is a comparative process in which desire is structured 
by what we see around us (1999:68). As sociologists examine patterns such as these, they begin 
to use their sociological imagination.

 commonsense 
knowledge A form of 
knowing that guides 
ordinary conduct in 
everyday life.

Health and
Human Services

Medicine
Nursing
Physical Therapy
Occupational Therapy
Counselling
Education
Social Work

Business

Advertising
Labour Relations
Management
Marketing

Communication

Broadcasting
Public Relations
Journalism
Social Media

Academia

Anthropology
Economics
Geography
History
Information Studies
Media Studies/
   Communication
Political Science
Psychology
Sociology

Law

Law
Criminal Justice
Mediation
Con�ict Resolution

FIGURE 1.1 FIELDS THAT USE SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH

Source: Based on Katzer, Cook, and Crouch, 1991.

In many careers, including jobs in academia, business, communications, health and human services, 
and law, the ability to analyze social science research is an important asset.

• What commonsense understandings do you take for granted in everyday life?

• Which of these (if any) are myths?

TIME TO REVIEW
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LO-2  THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

How can we make a connection between our personal experiences and what goes on in the larger 
society? Sociologist C. Wright Mills (l959a) described sociological reasoning as the sociological 
imagination—the ability to see the relationship between individual experiences and the larger 
society. This awareness enables us to understand the link between our personal experiences 
and the social contexts in which they occur. The sociological imagination helps us distinguish 
between personal troubles and social (or public) issues. Personal troubles are private problems of 
individuals and the networks of people with whom they associate regularly. As a result, those 
problems must be solved by individuals within their immediate social settings. For example, one 
person being unemployed or running up a high credit card debt could be identified as a personal 
trouble. Public issues are problems that affect large numbers of people and often require solu-
tions at the societal level. Widespread unemployment and massive, nationwide consumer debt 
are examples of public issues. The sociological imagination helps us place seemingly personal 
troubles, such as losing one’s job or overspending on credit cards, into a larger social context, 
where we can distinguish whether and how personal troubles may be related to public issues.

OVERSPENDING AS A PERSONAL TROUBLE Although individual behaviour can con-
tribute to social problems, our individual experiences are influenced and in some situations 
determined by the society as a whole—by its historical development and its organization. In 
everyday life, we often blame individuals for “creating” their own problems. If a person sinks 
into debt because of overspending or credit card abuse, many people consider it to be the result 
of his or her own personal failings. However, this approach overlooks debt among people who 
are in low-income brackets, having no way other than debt to gain the basic necessities of life. By 
contrast, at middle- and upper-income levels, overspending takes on a variety of other meanings.

At the individual level, people may accumulate credit cards and spend more than they can 
afford, thereby affecting all aspects of their lives, including health, family relationships, and 
employment stability. Sociologist George Ritzer (1999:29) suggests that people may overspend 
through a gradual process in which credit cards “lure people into consumption by easy credit, 
and then entice them into still further consumption by offers of ‘payment holidays,’ new cards, 
and increased credit limits.”

OVERSPENDING AS A PUBLIC ISSUE We can use the sociological imagination to look 
at the problem of overspending and credit card debt as a public issue—a societal problem.  

 sociological 
imagination C. Wright 
Mills’s term for the ability 
to see the relationship 
between individual 
experiences and the 
larger society.

How Much Do You Know About Consumption and 
Debt Accumulation?

SOCIOLOGY AND EVERYDAY LIFEBOX 1.1

True False
T F  1. The average Canadian household has just over $100,000 in debt.
T F 2. Generation Y’ers are more likely to overspend than previous generations.
T F 3. Student debt in Canada has declined in recent years.
T F 4. Overspending is primarily a problem for people in the higher-income brackets in Canada and other 

affluent nations.
T F 5. Generation Y’ers are much more inclined to impulse buy and then later regret their purchases 

than are their baby boomer parents.

For answers to quiz on consumption and credit cards, go to www.nelson.com/student.
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7 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

For example, Ritzer (1998) suggests that the relationship between credit card debt and the 
relatively low savings rate constitutes a public issue. In 2014, Canadian credit card debt was 
estimated to be at more than $73 billion, while the savings rate continued to diminish. Because 
savings is money that governments, businesses, and individuals can borrow for expansion, a 
lack of savings often creates problems for future economic growth. Some practices of the credit 
card industry are also a public issue because they harm consumers. Credit card companies may 
encourage overspending, and then substantially increase interest rates and other fees, making 
it more difficult for consumers to pay off debts. Mills’s The Sociological Imagination (1959a) is 
useful for examining issues because it helps integrate microlevel (individual and small-group) 
troubles with compelling public issues of our day. Recently, his ideas have been applied at the 
global level as well.

THE IMPORTANCE OF A GLOBAL SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION Although existing 
sociological theory and research provide the foundation for sociological thinking, we must reach 
beyond past studies that have focused primarily on North America to develop a more compre-
hensive global approach for the future. In the 21st century, we face unprecedented challenges, 
ranging from global political and economic instability to environmental concerns and natural 
disasters and terrorism. All of the nations of the world are not on equal footing when it comes 
to economics and politics. The world’s high-income countries are nations with highly industri-
alized economies; technologically advanced industrial, administrative, and service occupations; 
and relatively high levels of national and personal income. Examples include the United States, 
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and the countries of Western Europe (see Map 1.1).

 high-income 
countries Nations with 
highly industrialized 
economies; technologically 
advanced industrial, 
administrative, and 
service occupations; and 
relatively high levels of 
national and personal 
income.

North
America

South
America

Central
America

Africa

Antarctica

Europe

Middle
East

Australia

Atlantic
Ocean

Arctic Ocean

Indian
Ocean

Pacific
Ocean

Pacific
Ocean

High income: New York, United States Low income: Congo Middle income: China

Asia

MAP 1.1 THE WORLD’S ECONOMIES IN THE 21ST CENTURY

High-income, middle-income, and low-income countries.

Syracuse Newspapers/John Berry/The Image Works © Gable/Alamy © philipjbigg/Alamy
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As compared with other nations of the world, many high-income nations have a high standard 
of living and a lower death rate due to advances in nutrition and medical technology. However, 
everyone living in a so-called high-income country does not necessarily have a high income or 
an outstanding quality of life. Even among middle- and upper-income people, problems such 
as personal debt may threaten economic and social stability. This may increasingly be the case 
as the effects of the recent global economic crisis take hold.

In contrast, middle-income countries are nations with industrializing economies, particu-
larly in urban areas, and moderate levels of national and personal income. Examples of middle-
income countries include Brazil and Mexico, which are experiencing rapid industrialization. 
Low-income countries are primarily agrarian, with little industrialization and low levels of 
national and personal income. Examples of low-income countries include many of the nations 
of Africa and Asia, where people typically work the land and are among the poorest in the world 
(see Chapter 10).

Throughout this text, we will continue to develop our sociological imaginations by exam-
ining social life in Canada and other nations. The future of this country is deeply intertwined 
with the future of all other nations of the world on economic, political, environmental, and 
humanitarian levels. We buy many goods and services that were produced in other nations, and 
we sell much of what we produce to the people of other nations (see Box 1.2).

Peace in other nations is important if we are to ensure peace within our borders. Famine, 
unrest, and brutality in other regions of the world must be of concern to people in Canada. 
Moreover, fires, earthquakes, famine, or environmental pollution in one nation typically has 
an adverse influence on other nations as well. Global problems contribute to the large influx of 
immigrants who arrive in Canada annually. These immigrants bring with them a rich diversity 
of language, customs, religions, and previous life experiences; they also contribute to dramatic 
population changes that will have a long-term effect on this country.

Whatever your race or ethnicity, class, sex, or age, are you able to include in your thinking 
the perspectives of people who are quite different from you in experiences and points of view? 
Before you answer this question, a few definitions are in order. Race is a term used by many 
people to specify groups of people distinguished by physical characteristics such as skin colour, 
but no “pure” racial types exist and most sociologists consider the concept of race to be a social 
construction used to justify existing social inequalities. Ethnicity refers to a group’s cultural heri-
tage or identity; it is based on factors such as language or country of origin. Class is the relative 
location of a person or group within the larger society; it is based on wealth, power, prestige, or 
other valued resources. Sex refers to the biological and anatomical differences between females 
and males. By contrast, gender refers to the meanings, beliefs, and practices associated with sex 
differences, referred to as femininity and masculinity.

In forming your own global sociological imagination and in seeing the possibilities for 
sociology in the 21st century, it will be helpful for you to understand the development of the 
discipline.

LO-3   THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIOLOGICAL 
THINKING

Throughout history, social philosophers and religious authorities have made countless observa-
tions about human behaviour. However, early thinkers focused their thoughts on what they 
believed society ought to be like, rather than describing how society was.

Several revolutions that took place in the 18th century had a profound influence on the ori-
gins of sociology. The Enlightenment produced an intellectual revolution in how people thought 
about social change, progress, and critical thinking. The optimistic views of the  philosophes and 
other social thinkers regarding progress and equal opportunity (at least for some people) became 

 middle-income 
countries Nations with 
industrializing economies, 
particularly in urban 
areas, and moderate 
levels of national and 
personal income.

 low-income 
countries Countries 
that are primarily 
agrarian, with little 
industrialization and low 
levels of national and 
personal income.
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Did you know that:

• Walmart has more than 10,000 stores in 27 countries 
and that more than half of all Walmart stores world-
wide are located outside the United States?

• Walmart operates nearly 300 stores in China, including 
supercentres, neighborhood markets, and Sam’s 
Clubs?

• Walmart is a major player in the credit card business 
in China, where people in the past were opposed to 
buying anything on credit?

Although most of us are aware that Walmart stores are 
visible in virtually every city in North America, we are 
less aware of the extent to which Walmart and other big-
box stores are changing the face of the world economy 
as megacorporations expand their operations into other 
nations and into the credit card business.

The strategic placement of Walmart stores both here 
and abroad accounts for part of the financial success 
of this retailing giant, but another U.S. export—credit 
cards—is also part of the company’s business plan. Credit 
cards are changing the way that people shop and how 
they think about spending money in emerging nations 
such as China. For example, Walmart China is aggres-
sively seeking both shoppers and credit card holders. 

By encouraging people to spend money now rather 
than save it for later, corporations such as Walmart 
that issue “co-branded” credit cards gain in two ways: 
(1) people buy more goods than they would otherwise, 
thus increasing sales; and (2) the corporation whose 
“brand” is on the credit card increases its earnings as 
a result of the interest the cardholder pays on credit 
card debt.

The motto for the Walmart credit card in China is 
“Maximizing value, enjoying life,” and this idea  encourages 
a change in attitude from the past, when—regardless of 
income level—most residents of that country did not 
possess credit cards. This has brought a corresponding 
surge in credit card debt, which can be partly attributed 
to aggressive marketing by transnational retailers, but 
also to credit card companies encouraging consumers 
to buy now, pay later. But Walmart is not stopping there: 
the company also now owns a controlling (51 percent) 
interest in Yihaodian, an online Chinese supermarket 
that sells food, cosmetics, clothing, and consumer elec-
tronics to more than one million registered users in five 
major cities in China.

Throughout this course, as we study the social 
effects of major changes in societies, such as industri-
alization, urbanization, and the progression of the dig-
ital age, we will see that many of the issues we discuss, 
such as consumerism and globalization, have both posi-
tive and negative effects. Global consumerism, whether 
in big-box stores or through credit cards or electronic 
commerce, provides a window through which we can 
observe how an issue such as shopping affects all of 
us. Among the poor and those most hard-hit by difficult 
economic times, the lack of ability to purchase basic 
necessities is a central litmus test for analyzing quality 
of life and social inequality. Among persons in the 
middle class, purchasing power is often used to deter-
mine social mobility (the ability to move into) or social 
stability (the ability to stay on) the middle rungs of a 
society’s ladder of income and wealth. Among persons 
in the upper class, high rates of luxury consumerism are 
often seen as an outward sign of “having it all.” As we 
will see, ideas related to consumerism and globalization 
vary widely across nations.

Are people in North America unique in how we view 
consumerism? in how we view Walmart and other big-
box stores? What do you think?

Sources: Based on Lemaire, 2012; Walmart.com, 2012; WalMart Corporation, 2012.

Global Walmartization: From Big-Box Stores to Online 
Supermarkets in China

SOCIOLOGY IN GLOBAL PERSPECTIVEBOX 1.2

An exciting aspect of studying sociology is comparing our own 
lives with those of people around the world. Global consum-
erism, as evidenced by the opening of a Walmart Supercenter 
in Shanghai, China, provides a window through which we can 
observe how issues such as shopping and credit affect all of us. 
Which aspects of this photo reflect local culture? Which aspects 
reflect a global cultural phenomenon?
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