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If you, like us, have found yourself searching for activi-
ties to bring into your classroom and engage your intro-
ductory sociology students, you know why we wrote 

this book. We knew we couldn’t be alone in our quest to get 
students to do more than read the text—we want them to do 
sociology, to understand and apply the terms and concepts 
they read about and realize them in the real world. Over 
the course of writing and refining the manuscript, as well 
as reading the reviews of instructors excited to see activi-
ties many of us have been cobbling together over the years 
now residing within a textbook, we became even more 
convinced that our approach is one that offers instructors 
material for how they want to teach and offers students 
the foundational content they need in sociology, as well as 
engaging activities that will help them do sociology. The 
overwhelmingly enthusiastic response to the first edition 
provided further evidence that this is a book that can help 
all sociology instructors get their students excited about 
sociology and what they can do with it.

Sociology in Action puts al l the tools instruc-
tors need to create an active learning course into one  
student-friendly text. Active learning teaching tech-
niques increase student learning, retention, and engage-
ment with course material, but they also require more 
creative effort than traditional lectures. No other sociol-
ogy textbook works to ease this load by providing full 
coverage of introductory content and active learning 
exercises fully integrated into the text (with clear instruc-
tions on how to use and assess them available through 
the instructor resources). Sociology in Action provides 
instructors of small, medium, large, and online intro-
ductory courses with the material they need to create learning 
experiences for their students, including creative, hands-on, 
data-analytic, and community learning activities.

A group of gifted instructors who use active learning tech-
niques in their own classrooms has written the book’s chap-
ters. The contributors, focusing on their respective areas of 
expertise, expertly weave together content material, active 
learning exercises, discussion questions, real-world exam-
ples of sociologists in action, and information on careers that 
use sociology. Together, we have created a book that requires 
students to do sociology as they learn it and creates a bridge 
between the classroom and the larger social world.

PREFACE

Organization and Features
The clear organizational style of each chapter helps stu-
dents follow the logic of the text and concentrate on the 
main ideas presented. Each chapter opens with focal 
learning questions, and each major section ends with 
review questions to remind students of the emphasis in 
the presented material. In addition, the chapters contain 
an analysis of subject matter from both major theoretical 
perspectives and, where appropriate, middle-range theo-
ries. Chapters close with conclusions, and end-of-chapter 
resources include lists of key terms and summaries that 
address the focal learning questions. The active learning 
activities and Consider This marginal questions through-
out each chapter help create a student-centered class that 
engages student interest.

The book’s rich pedagogy supports active learning and 
engagement throughout each chapter.

•	 Learning Questions start off every chapter, 
introducing students to the focus of the chapter and 
preparing them for the material it covers. These 
questions are tied to the learning objectives pro-
vided in the instructor resources. Each main sec-
tion of the chapter addresses a learning question.

•	 Check Your Understanding questions appear 
at the end of every major section in a chapter, pro-
viding students with an opportunity to pause in 
their reading and ensure that they comprehend and 
retain what they’ve just read.

•	 Doing Sociology activities appear multiple times 
in each chapter. These active learning exercises 
enable students to apply the sociological concepts, 
theories, methods, and so on covered in the text. 
Each chapter contains a variety of exercises so 
that instructors can use them in class, online, or as 
assignments conducted outside of class. Reference 
the Doing Sociology activities and the clear instruc-
tions on how to carry them out—and on how they 
relate to the chapter objectives—in the Activity 
Guide available through the book’s instructor 
resources. Additional exercises can be found in the 
digital resources accompanying the text.
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•	 Consider This questions are designed to spark 
deep thinking as well as classroom discussions.

•	 Sociologists in Action boxes feature a student or 
professional “sociologist in action” doing public 
sociology related to the material covered in the chap-
ter. This feature provides examples of how sociology 
can be used to make a positive impact on society.

•	 Key Terms appear in boldface type where they 
are substantially discussed for the first time and are 
compiled in a list with page numbers at the end of 
their respective chapters. Corresponding defini-
tions can be found in the Glossary.

•	 Every chapter concludes with a Chapter Summary 
that restates the learning questions presented at the 
start of the chapter and gives answers to them. This  
provides an important way for students to refresh  
their understanding of the material and retain what 
they’ve learned.

In addition, as appropriate, chapters include infor-
mation on careers that relate to the chapter content. This 
allows students to recognize, even during their first sociol-
ogy course, the wide variety of career options a sociology 
degree provides.

What’s New in the Second Edition
After using Sociology in Action ourselves—and hearing 
from many instructors who also used it—we worked to 
make it even more useful for instructors and interesting for 
students. Key changes and additions we made include the 
following:

•	 More Doing Sociology exercises that take a short 
time in class.

•	 Adding Doing Sociology exercises that use SAGE 
Stats to allow students to access and use statistical 
information created from more than 400,000 gov-
ernment and nongovernment data sets.

•	 Creating two new chapters: “Experiencing Health, 
Illness, and Medical Care” and “Understanding 
Institutions: Politics and the Economy.”

•	 Using an even more applied and student-friendly 
approach in our writing.

•	 Expanding the “Understanding Socialization” 
chapter to “Understanding Socialization and 

Interaction,” with a new section on groups, organi-
zations, and bureaucracies.

•	 Making better connections between theories and 
the rest of the chapter narratives by using only per-
spectives and midrange theories that relate directly 
to the subject matter.

•	 Adding new Doing Sociology exercises, Consider 
This questions, and Sociologists in Action features 
(each now including a discussion question).

•	 Thoroughly updating all chapters without adding 
to their length, including new or updated topics (in 
addition to the new chapters), such as

�	 the causes and ramifications of the 2016 
election;

�	 the latest issues facing the LGBT community, 
people of color, immigrants and refugees, and 
the shrinking middle class;

�	 student loan debt;

�	 class inequality;

�	 climate change;

�	 sexuality;

�	 sexual harassment;

�	 power and who writes history;

�	 a more thorough explanation of racism and its 
systemic components;

�	 the connections among social position, place 
and health, and life expectancy; and

�	 the relationship between public education and 
democracy.

Digital Resources
We know how important good resources can be in the 
teaching of sociology. Our goal is to create resources that 
both support and enhance the book’s themes and fea-
tures. SAGE edge offers a robust online environment 
featuring an impressive array of tools and resources for 
review, study, and further exploration, keeping both 
instructors and students on the cutting edge of teach-
ing and learning. SAGE edge content is open access and 
available on demand. Learning and teaching have never 
been easier! We gratefully acknowledge Sarah Calabi, 
Rachel Lovis, Rob Freeland, and Megan Glancy.
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Engage, Learn, Soar with SAGE vantage, an intuitive 
digital platform that delivers Sociology in Action textbook 
content in a learning experience carefully designed to 
ignite student engagement and drive critical thinking. 
With evidence-based instructional design at the core, 
SAGE vantage creates more time for engaged learning 
and empowered teaching, keeping the classroom where it 
belongs—in your hands.

Easy to access across mobile, desktop, and tablet 
devices, SAGE vantage enables students to engage with 
the material you choose, learn by applying knowledge, 
and soar with confidence by performing better in your 
course.

Highlights Include:

•	 eReading Experience. Makes it easy for students to 
study wherever they are—students can take notes, high-
light content, look up definitions, and more! 

•	 Pedagogical Scaffolding. Builds on core concepts, 
moving students from basic understanding to mastery.

•	 Confidence Builder. Offers frequent knowledge 
checks, applied-learning multimedia tools, and chap-
ter tests with focused feedback to assure students 
know key concepts.

•	 Time-saving Flexibility. Feeds auto-graded assign-
ments to your gradebook, with real-time insight into 
student and class performance.

•	 Quality Content. Written by expert authors and 
teachers, content is not sacrificed for technical features.

•	 Honest Value. Affordable access to easy-to-use, qual-
ity learning tools students will appreciate.

Favorite SAGE vantage Features:

•	 3-step course setup is so fast you can complete it in 
minutes!

•	 Control over assignments, content selection, due dates, 
and grading empowers you to teach your way.

•	 Quality content authored by the experts you trust.

•	 eReading experience makes it easy to learn and study 
by presenting content in easy-to-digest segments fea-
turing note-taking, highlighting, definition look-up, 
and more.

•	 LMS integration provides single sign-on with stream-
lined grading capabilities and course management 
tools.

•	 Auto-graded assignments include:

�	 formative knowledge checks for each major section 
of the text that quickly reinforce what students have 
read and ensure they stay on track; 

�	 dynamic, hands-on multimedia activities that tie 
real world examples and motivate students to read, 
prepare for class;

�	 summative chapter tests that reinforce important 
themes; and

�	 helpful hints and feedback (provided with all 
assignments) that offer context and explain why an 
answer is correct or incorrect, allowing students to 
study more effectively.

•	 Compelling polling questions bring concepts to life 
and drive meaningful comprehension and classroom 
discussion.

•	 Short-answer questions provide application and reflec-
tion opportunities connected to key concepts.

•	 Instructor reports track student activity and provide 
analytics so you can adapt instruction as needed.

•	 A student dashboard offers easy access to grades, so 
students know exactly where they stand in your course 
and where they might improve.

•	 Honest value gives students access to quality content 
and learning tools at a price they will appreciate.

Our content tailored to your LMS 
sagepub.com/coursepacks

The SAGE coursepack for Sociology in Action makes it 
easy to import our quality instructor materials and student 
resources into your school’s learning management system 
(LMS), such as Blackboard, Canvas, Brightspace by D2L, 
or Moodle. Intuitive and simple to use, SAGE coursepack 
allows you to integrate only the content you need, with min-
imal effort, and requires no access code. Don’t use an LMS 
platform? You can still access many of the online resources for 
Sociology in Action via the SAGE edge site.

Available SAGE content through the coursepack 
includes:
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•	 Pedagogically robust assessment tools that foster 
review, practice, and critical thinking and offer a 
more complete way to measure student engage-
ment, including:

�	 Diagnostic chapter quizzes that identify oppor-
tunities for improvement, track student progress, 
and ensure mastery of key learning objectives

�	 Test banks built on Bloom’s taxonomy that 
provide a diverse range of test items

�	 Activity and quiz options that allow you to choose 
only the assignments and tests you want

�	 Instructions that are given on how to use and 
integrate the comprehensive assessments and 
resources provided

�	 An Activity Guide that details all activities 
from the print book, as well as supplementary 
exercises, the learning objectives they address, 
and notes to instructors

�	 Editable, chapter-specific PowerPoint slides that 
offer flexibility when creating multimedia lec-
tures, so you don’t have to start from scratch but 
you can customize to your exact needs

http://edge.sagepub.com/korgen2e

SAGE edge is a robust online environment featuring an 
impressive array of tools and resources for review, study, 
and further exploration, keeping both instructors and stu-
dents on the cutting edge of teaching and learning. SAGE 
edge content is open access and available on demand. 
Learning and teaching has never been easier! 

SAGE edge for Students at http://edge.sagepub.com/
korgen2e provides a personalized approach to help stu-
dents accomplish their coursework goals in an easy-to-use 
learning environment.

•	 Learning objectives reinforce the most important 
material

•	 Mobile-friendly flashcards that strengthen under-
standing of key terms and concepts and make it easy 
to maximize your study time, anywhere, anytime

•	 Mobile-friendly practice quizzes that allow you 
to assess how much you’ve learned and where you 
need to focus your attention

•	 An MCAT Guide that maps chapter content 
to sociology standards on the MCAT test and  

connects you with free online MCAT study-and-
review websites. 

SAGE edge for Instructors at http://edge.sagepub 
.com/korgen2e supports teaching by making it easy to 
integrate quality content and create a rich learning envi-
ronment for students.

•	 The Test bank, built on Bloom’s taxonomy (with 
Bloom’s cognitive domain and difficulty level noted 
for each question), is created specifically for this 
text. 

•	 Sample course syllabi provide suggested models 
for structuring your course.

•	 Editable, chapter-specific PowerPoint® slides 
offer complete flexibility for creating a multime-
dia presentation for the course, so you don’t have to 
start from scratch but can customize to your exact 
needs.

•	 Lecture notes feature comprehensive chapter out-
lines and learning objectives.

•	 A set of all the graphics from the text, including 
all the maps, tables, and figures in PowerPoint and 
JPG formats, are provided for class presentations.

SAGE Premium Video
Sociology in Action offers premium video, available exclu-
sively in the SAGE vantage digital option, produced and 
curated spefor this text, to boost comprehension and bol-
ster analysis.
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 1 TRAINING YOUR 
SOCIOLOGICAL EYE
Kathleen Odell Korgen

Looking at this picture of Grand Central 
Station in New York City from a sociological 
perspective can help us see how people 
both shape and are shaped by the cities in 
which they reside.
©iStockphoto.com/foto-select
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LEARNING QUESTIONS
1.1	 What is sociology?

1.2
	 What do the sociological eye and the 

sociological imagination allow you to do?

1.3	 What key aspects of sociology make it a 
social science?

1.4	 How can you tell the difference between a 
good generalization and a stereotype?

1.5	 What are the core commitments of 
sociology?

1.6
	 How can sociology benefit both individuals 

and society?

young woman. Her personal bravery and selflessness are 
awe inspiring. Just nine months after she was shot in the 
head by the Taliban for publicly promoting education 
for girls in Pakistan, Malala declared in an address to 
the United Nations Youth Assembly that “one child, one 
teacher, one book, and one pen, can change the world” 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rNhZu3ttIU). 
Her organization, the Malala Fund, has provided the 
means for many other girls to gain an education. Clearly, 
Malala has shown the power of an individual to influence 
society.

Malala, however, just like the rest of us, is a product of 
her society. Imagine if, instead of growing up in the Swat 
Valley of Pakistan during the time of the Taliban, she 
grew up in the suburbs of New Jersey. Her life would have 
been very different. She would not have been shot by the 
Taliban, and she would not have created the Malala Fund. 
Indeed, the Malala raised in New Jersey may not have 
even been aware that girls in many areas of the world face  
violence for going to school. Sociology helps us understand Have you ever wanted to know why more women 

than men graduate from college today? Why col-
lege tuition is so expensive? What you can do to 

improve your chances of landing a desirable job after col-
lege? Why the number of hate groups in the United States 
has increased by 30 percent since 2000? What types of jobs 
will be most available when you graduate? Why people vote 
for certain political candidates (or do not vote at all)? How 
you can make a positive impact on society? If so, you have 
chosen the right subject! Sociology can help you answer all 
these questions—and raise some new ones.

What Is Sociology?
1.1	 What is sociology?

So, what is sociology? Sociology is the scientific study 
of society, including how individuals both shape and are 
shaped by society. Notice in this definition that people 
are active beings, shapers of society, but they are also 
affected by society. It’s important to remember that soci-
ety influences us in myriad ways—how we think, what 
we notice, what we believe to be true, how we see our-
selves, and so on. But it is simultaneously vital to real-
ize that we help shape the society in which we live. This 
duality is at the heart of sociology and our daily lives—
whether we are aware of it or not.

Shaping and Being Shaped by Society
The life of Malala Yousafzai, the youngest Nobel Prize 
winner in history, provides an excellent example of this 
duality. No one can deny that Malala is an extraordinary 

Malala Yousafzai was shot in the head and, later, awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize for her work promoting education for girls. Her life helps 
us see how we both shape and are shaped by our societies.
Nigel Waldron/Getty Images Entertainment/Getty Images
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the impact of society on us and how we can work with  
others, as Malala is doing now, to solve the social issues  
facing our societies.

CONSIDER THIS

How have the time period and the nation in which you 
live influenced your life? How might your life be dif-
ferent if you lived during a different time period or in 
another nation?

The Origins and  
Current Uses of Sociology
Sociology developed out of the need to understand and 
address social issues. The roots of sociology are based in 
efforts to understand and to help control the impact of major 
societal changes. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
in Europe and the United States, organized people challenged 
monarchies and the dominance of religion. The Industrial 
Revolution dramatically changed where people lived and how 
they worked. Social change occurred everywhere, and philos-
ophers and scientists offered new answers to life’s questions. 
Many began to believe science could help leaders understand 
and shape society. Auguste Comte (1798–1857), the French 
philosopher who gave sociology its name, envisioned that 
sociology would be the “queen science” that could help steer 
society safely through great changes.

Today, sociologists help us understand and address 
challenges like economic inequality, environmental rac-
ism, sexism, the social dimensions of global climate 

change, war, terrorism, and so on. Sociologists work in a 
variety of settings, including colleges and universities, non-
profit organizations (e.g., environmental groups, public 
health programs, and community-based organizations), 
government, marketing, sales, social services, and the 
human resources departments of businesses and nonprofit 
organizations. People in every profession benefit from 
sociological training, and employers value employees with 
sociological skills.

A survey of hiring managers commissioned by the 
Association of American Colleges and Universities (2018) 
reveals that students who study sociology tend to gain  
precisely the skills employers seek. For example,

•	 84 percent look for critical thinking and analytical 
skills in prospective hires,

•	 85 percent noted that they seek employees who are 
proactive and can provide both ideas and solutions, 
and

•	 87 percent look to hire people who can work well in 
teams and apply knowledge in real-world settings.

In this course alone, you will have the opportunity to 
learn and use many of these skills. In most sociology under-
graduate programs, you can gain and use all of them!

Check Your Understanding

•	 What is sociology?

•	 What is the duality at the heart of sociology?

•	O ut of what need did sociology develop?

•	I n what types of settings do sociologists work?

HOW I GOT ACTIVE IN SOCIOLOGY

KATHLEEN ODELL KORGEN

I slept most of the way through the SOC 101 course 
I took in college. The professor lectured, and we took 
notes (or not).

That SOC 101 course was the last sociology class 
I took until I found a sociology graduate program in 
social justice and social economy that encouraged 
sociologists to put sociological tools into action.  
In that program, I learned that sociology could show 
me how I can change society. As a researcher,  
I have worked on issues related to race relations and 
racial identity, evaluated social justice efforts and 

sociology programs, and helped create introductory 
textbooks that get students to do sociology as  
they learn it.

As a sociology teacher, I want students to know—right 
away—all that sociology offers them—and  
society. A major part of my work has been to help 
students use sociological tools to make a positive impact 
on society. In my classes, from SOC 101 to Public 
Sociology and Civic Engagement, students don’t just 
learn about sociology—they become sociologists in 
action.
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Changing How You View the World
1.2	 What do the sociological eye and the 
sociological imagination allow you to do?

This sociology course will help you develop your socio-
logical eye and your sociological imagination. Together, 
they allow you to notice and make sense of social patterns 
in ways that enable you to understand how society works—
and to help influence it.

The Sociological Eye
A sociological eye enables you to see 
what others may not notice. It allows 
you to peer beneath the surface of a 
situation and discern social patterns 
(Collins 1998). For example, there is a 
woman academic who conducts eval-
uations of various academic depart-
ments every year. Often, she does so 
as part of a team. She has noticed that 
whenever she is paired with a man, the 
clients always look at the man when 
speaking to them both. As a sociolo-
gist, she knows that what she is experi-
encing is gender bias. In general, both 
men and women tend to defer to men 
and pay more attention to them, par-
ticularly in business settings.

Once you start paying attention to 
gender patterns (e.g., who talks more 

in classes or meetings, who interrupts whom) or racial pat-
terns (e.g., who eats lunch with whom in the cafeteria, what 
student organizations tend to attract specific racial groups, 
who is more likely to be stopped by the police), you won’t be 
able to stop noticing them. Noticing these patterns can make 
you more aware of how your campus and the larger society 
work. Once you have this awareness, you can then take steps 
to change these patterns—if you so choose. The woman we 
referred to earlier, for example, now often prepares herself 
to talk more (and more authoritatively) when paired with 

DOING SOCIOLOGY 1.1

HOW CAN SOCIOLOGY BOOST YOUR CAREER?
In this activity, you will consider the ways sociology can 
be a benefit in any workplace.

No matter what your major or what you intend to do 
after graduation, sociology can help you. Sociology is 
useful in any organization and any professional field. 
Gaining a sociological perspective will enable you to 
better understand how society, organizations, and groups 
work; interact effectively with people of different genders, 
sexual orientations, ages, races, cultures, and economic 
classes; make and use connections with other people 
and organizations; and recognize and address issues of 
inequality and privilege.

Write your answers to the following questions:

1.	 What career do you plan on pursuing? If you  
are not sure yet, think of any profession with 
which you are familiar (e.g., lawyer, marketing 
director, police officer, entrepreneur, Wall  
Street banker, environmental activist, social 
worker, teacher).

2.	 How can gaining a sociological perspective help 
you to succeed in that career?

You can use your sociological eye to notice racial, gender, and social status patterns in the 
cafeteria scenes in the classic film Mean Girls—and in most real-life cafeterias.
A. F. Archive/Alamy
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a man and teaches others to make an effort to pay as much 
attention to women as to men. You will learn more about why 
we tend to pay more attention to men in Chapter 8!

CONSIDER THIS

Why do you think we need a sociological eye to notice 
some social patterns? Why aren’t social patterns obvi-
ous to everyone all the time?

The Sociological Imagination
Once you develop your sociological eye, you can also expand 
your sociological imagination, the ability to connect 
what is happening in your own life and in the lives of other 
individuals to social patterns in the larger society. In doing 
so, you can differentiate between a personal problem and a 
social problem that requires a societal solution. For example, 
you may be having a difficult time paying for college. This 
is a challenge for many individuals. You may address it by 
taking out loans (and more loans), working while going to 
school, transferring to a more affordable school, and so forth. 
So far, these are all individual responses to the problem of 
high tuition. Looking at the problem with a sociological eye, 
however, can help you see that this is not just a hardship for 
a few individuals but part of a social pattern. Many college 
students across the United States face the same issue, and to 
address it effectively, we need to make changes on the socie-
tal, rather than just the individual, level.

As Figures 1.1 and 1.2 show, the cost of college 
has increased dramatically over the past decade. 
Consequently, approximately 70 percent of college grad-
uates accept student loans. As students reach the debt 
limit allowed by federal loan programs ($31,000 for 

dependent students and $57,500 for independent stu-
dents), parents have borrowed more money to pay for 
their children’s college education. Debt among associ-
ate degree students has also risen, reaching $18,501 in  
2015–2016 (Kantrowitz 2018).

Once you begin to look at the high cost of college as a 
societal issue, you can investigate its causes. You can then 
work with other students and families across the nation 
to press elected officials to develop state and national  
solutions to this societal problem.

C. Wright Mills (1959, 1) developed the concept of the 
sociological imagination to describe how our individual 
lives relate to social forces. The sociological imagination 
gives us the ability to recognize the relationship between 
our own biographies and the society in which we live. Mills 
explained the impact of society on individuals this way:

When a society is industrialized, a peasant becomes 
a worker; a feudal lord is liquidated or becomes a 
businessman. . . . When wars happen, an insurance 
salesperson becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, 
a radar operator; a wife or husband lives alone; a 
child grows up without a parent. . . . Neither the life 
of an individual nor the history of a society can be 
understood without understanding both.

Our lives are shaped by the societies in which we live. 
Yet we can also help shape those societies. If a few thousand 
people in the United States voted a different way in 2016, 
Hillary Clinton would have become president. On a more 
personal level, your experience in this class depends a lot 
on how your professor chooses to teach it. Your behavior 
will also influence it. Imagine how different this class will 
be for everyone if you choose to prepare for each class and 
actively participate or if you choose to blow off the reading 

DOING SOCIOLOGY 1.2

SHOWING OFF YOUR SOCIOLOGICAL EYE
With a group of classmates or individually, choose an 
image from a book cover, an ad for a movie or a product 
in a magazine, or an album cover that depicts a scene 
that requires a sociological eye to fully comprehend.

After doing so, write your answers to the following 
questions:

1.	 What message does this image portray?

2.	 How does your analysis of the image demonstrate 
that you have a sociological eye?

3.	 How might you use your sociological eye to better 
understand a scene from life on your campus?

Be prepared to share your answers and determine the 
similarities between yours and your classmates’.
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Average Student Loan Debt at Graduation for Bachelor’s Degree Recipients
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Source: Copyright © 2019 by Saving for College, LLC (savingforcollege.com). All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission. (https://www.savingforcollege.com/article/growth-in-student-loan-debt-at-graduation- 
slows -as-borrowers-hit-loan-limits).

and groan every time one of your classmates says any-
thing. Individuals choose how to behave within their social  
environments—and those choices affect the environments.

The Fallacy of the Individualist Perspective.  We often 
forget, however, that our choices are limited. In the United 
States today, the myth that we, as individuals, determine 
our own lives permeates society. From this individualist 

perspective, whether we succeed or fail depends primar-
ily on our own efforts. For example, you have proba-
bly heard of the saying that in the United States, anyone 
who works hard enough can “make it.” A sociological eye 
quickly sees that this individualist perspective is flawed. 
Some people have fewer hurdles and more opportunities 
in life than others. For example, take two students with 
the same level of innate intelligence. Both work hard, but 

qq FIGURE 1.2

Average Student Loan Debt at Graduation for Bachelor’s Degree Recipients, 2015–2016
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one goes to a school that offers many AP courses, where 
students are expected and encouraged to apply to selec-
tive colleges. The other student goes to a school with few 
AP courses, where teachers and administrators focus on  
preventing kids from dropping out of high school rather 
than on getting them into selective colleges. Chances are, 
the second student may not even be aware of all the schools 
to which the first student applies. The two students’ 
chances of “making it” are not the same—no matter how 
hard they both work.

CONSIDER THIS

How would you address a lack of affordable healthy 
food for low-income people (a) from an individualist per-
spective and (b) using your sociological imagination? 
Which would be more effective for the most people?

The sociological eye gives us the ability to recognize 
the impact society has on us and how the individualist per-
spective works to prevent people from noticing that impact. 
Having a sociological eye, therefore, gives us advantages 
over those who cannot yet see societal forces and recognize 
social patterns. Those blind to the influence of society are 
unknowingly shaped by it. Those with a sociological eye—
and therefore a sociological imagination—recognize the 
impact society has on them and how they can work most 
effectively to shape society.

Check Your Understanding

•	 What does a sociological eye allow you to do?

•	 What can you do with a sociological imagination?

•	 According to C. Wright Mills, what do you need to 
understand the life of an individual?

•	 How does the sociological eye help us to see the fallacy 
of the individualist perspective in the United States?

Sociology as a Social Science
1.3	 What key aspects of sociology make it a social  
science?

Sociology is a social science, a scientific discipline that 
studies how society works. As social scientists, sociologists 
follow rules to make sure our research is transparent and 
replicable and that others can confirm or refute our find-
ings. For example, as we seek to better understand how 
society operates, sociologists use theories and the scientific 
research process to formulate research questions and col-
lect and analyze data.

Theoretical Perspectives
Theoretical perspectives are paradigms, or ways of view-
ing the world. They help us make sense of the social pat-
terns we observe, and they determine the questions we ask. 
Each perspective has its own foci and asks different ques-
tions about the social world. Some ask questions about 
social order and cohesion (e.g., How do the various parts 
of society work together?), some ask questions about prob-
lems in society (e.g., Why is there inequality?), and some 
ask questions about the ways we see ourselves in relation 
to others (e.g., How do our interactions with others influ-
ence how we see ourselves?). You will learn more about the 
most important theoretical perspectives sociologists use  
in Chapter 2 and about topic-specific (middle-range) the-
ories that fall under their respective umbrellas throughout 
the book.

DOING SOCIOLOGY 1.3

DISTINGUISHING INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIAL PROBLEMS
In this exercise you will use your sociological imagination 
to distinguish between an individual problem and a social 
problem.

Briefly describe, in writing, two major problems a friend 
or a family member has experienced. Then, answer the 
following questions:

1.	 Are they personal problems or social problems?

2.	 Why do you categorize each the way you did?

Choose one of the social problems (or come up with 
one, if you did not think of one already) and explain why 
it should be addressed on the societal, rather than just 
the individual, level. Be prepared to share your work with 
your class.
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The Scientific Research 
Process
To understand how society operates 
and to test our perspectives and the-
ories about how society works, sociol-
ogists must collect and analyze data. 
We do so in systematic ways that we 
clearly describe and offer for critique 
from other social scientists and the 
general public. The purpose of socio-
logical research is to constantly learn 
more about how society works. Doing 
so in open, systematic ways allows 
others to replicate our research pro-
cess and to support our conclusions 
or reveal f laws in our data-gather-
ing process and findings. Together, 
we gain a better, scientifically sound 
understanding of our society.

Sometimes, our findings are unex-
pected. For example, a sociologist who uses a theoretical lens 
that focuses on inequality and group conflict may be sur-
prised to learn that a corporation she is studying has a high 
level of camaraderie and evidence of strong teamwork among 
workers at all status levels. If our findings consistently diverge 
from our theoretical explanations, we need to adjust out the-
ories accordingly. Sociologists are in the business of creating 
useful theories on the basis of good generalizations.

Check Your Understanding

•	 What makes sociology a social science?

•	 How do sociologists use theoretical perspectives and 
theories?

•	 Why do sociologists collect data in open, systematic 
ways?

Differentiating between Good 
Generalizations and Stereotypes
1.4	 How can you tell the difference between 
a good generalization and a stereotype?

Has anyone said to you that “you shouldn’t generalize”? 
That was probably right after you made some disparag-
ing remark about all the people from a particular town, 
all the movies starring a particular actor, or all roads in 
New Jersey. What you were doing (and they were right 
that you shouldn’t) was stereotyping or making a bad 
generalization. Sociologists generalize all the time as 
they recognize and point out social patterns in society. 

However, we aim to make good generalizations and avoid 
stereotyping. Good generalizations are statements, 
backed by evidence, used to describe groups of people or 
things in overall terms, with the understanding that there 
can always be exceptions.

Stereotypes
Stereotypes are predetermined ideas about particular 
groups of people (e.g., all Irish are drunks, all Asians are 
good at math) based on hearsay or personal experience 
and held regardless of contrary evidence. Often used to 
promote or excuse discriminatory treatment, stereotypes 
can spark irrational fear or favor. Some may be closer to 
the truth than others, but none are based on solid evidence. 
Stereotypes are bad generalizations.

Movies and television shows can both expose and pro-
mote stereotypes. For example, in one scene in the film 
Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle, the White, male boss 
hands Harold, a Korean American, a bunch of his work—
so he can start his weekend early. The boss holds a stereo-
type of Asians that makes him think Harold (and all other 
Asians) “live for” crunching numbers. Of course, how-
ever, movie viewers know that work is the last thing Harold 
wants to do that weekend. On the other hand, in most mov-
ies, East Asian characters tend to be either sidekicks to the 
White stars or villains. How many shows can you name 
that feature a young Korean or Chinese American girl as 
the glasses-wearing, nerdy friend of the main White char-
acter (e.g., Gilmore Girls, Gossip Girl, Awkward)?

Does this guy look like someone who just wants to crunch numbers all weekend? The movie 
Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle put a spotlight on some racial stereotypes about  
Asian Americans.
AF Archive/Alamy Stock Photo




