Week 1 – sociology and study of society 
· Currently we live in a world that places tremendous emphasis on the individual, including personal motivation, feelings, opinions, values, and beliefs; we tend to explain human behaviour by focusing on the individual psychological component. 
· Individuals create society, but society, in turn, creates them. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The social world affects us in all our behaviours, including the most personal and private of human behaviours, suicide. 
· At the end of 19th century, French sociologist Emile Durkheim published what has become a classic study of suicide.  If suicide were based primarily on individual motives, then it should be random – that is showing no particular pattern – in the population. 
· Sociology is the systemic study of human society and the behaviour of people in society. 
What is society?
Society as structure
· Societies as a whole are much the same.  That is, the sum is always more than the individual parts.  In order to survive and carry out their daily activities, people have to organize themselves into some kind of structure, and they have to construct rules for their behaviour. 
· These structures can vary from the very simple to the very complex, and once they come into being, they can exist for very long periods of time. 
· Key goal of sociology, then, is to systemically study and analyze the various elements that constitute a society’s structure and the relationship among these elements. 
· Society is the term generally used to describe the structure of our social world. 
· Culture is the term used to describe its contents. 
· Some anthropologists try to combine the concept by using the term sociocultural system. 
Relations of power
· In order to fully make sense of any society, we first have to understand the relationship of power that are found within it.  
· Power is the ability of an individual or a group to carry out its will even when opposed by others, and although we all feel its effects, it is hard to actually locate both what it is and where it is.  
· Power is a largely a result of the control individuals or groups have of society’s resources, including the human resources.   
· It exists within personal relationship – which we might term proximal relations of power – and at a more abstract level in society as a whole – which we might term distal relations of power. 
· All of us are affected by both types of power throughout our lives. 
We first experience power inequities in the sphere of proximal relations – specifically the family – where as children, we learn that parents have more control over us than we do over them, and that they also have greater control over the family resources. 
We can speak of parent, child, teacher or students as a status or position within the social structure, statuses can be ranked in relation to each other. 
Those with higher status have more privileges and power than lower status individuals. 
The power that parents have over children – as all with proximal relations of power – is actually quite small when placed within an entire social system. 
It exists only for a certain period of time, over a small number of individuals, and over a certain matters.
Distal relations of power often have more serious consequences for our lives, they are very hard for us to see and therefore oppose. Moreover we live in a society that teaches us to look inward to our own individual failing or to nearby proximal relations of power when we experience the negative consequences of distal relations of power rather than outward to the broader social system. 
A key task for sociologists, then is to examine relations of power – particularly in the distal sphere – and to link them to the life experiences of individuals. 
American sociologist C. Wright Mills differentiated what he called “personal troubles of milieu” from “public issues of social structure”. For him, the sociological imagination is the ability to go beyond  the personal issues we all experiences and connect then to broader social structures. 
If one person is barely  getting by, that’s a personal problem. If as in Canada, millions are living in poverty, that’s a social issue. 
The sociological imagination is the ability to link distal relations of power to our immediate life situations. 
Society as process
· In our daily life we experience repetitive patterns and a high degree of consistency. Indeed, we would have difficulty surviving from moment to moment if this were not so.
· In this sense, barring sudden major social or physical upheavals, the social world remains fairly constant over time. This is the order allows humans to function. 
· Those who have survived war or natural disasters know how stressful it is to live through a breakdown in the social order. 
Where does the individual fit in?
· Any one of us, at any time, can act in ways that go against the expected patterns usually referred to as norms – of behaviour. 
· Human behaviour is fairly predictable; each of us can break expected patterns at any time.
· Humans are social and act in patterned ways, but there is no requirement that we act in those ways. 
· Nonconforming behaviours can become the basis for broader social change. 
· Society as a system and social behaviour as having predictable patterns, while at the same time acknowledging the possibility for individual behaviours or what is referred to as human agency. 
· Society is not work like clock, while all societies display a certain degree of coherence; they also contain many stress and strains. It these tensions within a society that ultimately give rise to change. 
· Major goal of sociology is to study past patterns, to detect the current strains, and within limits, to predict the future direction of social change. 
Society and individual freedom
· It might seem that society is nothing but a negative, constraining element, limiting our individual freedom.
· All societies have expected rules of social behaviour, and those who disobey certain of these rules may be severely punished.  Society also can be a liberating force.
· The commonly shared rules or our social world allow us to function as individuals in our daily lives. 
· The constraints of society that limit what we can do also limit what others can do. 
· The assumption that most people will act as they should reduces our level of insecurity and allows us to get on our lives. 
· In the real world, the rights, beliefs, and values or various groups and individuals are always coming into conflict and must be resolved either informally or formally. 
Sociology and science 
Science is rooted in two key elements: first, knowledge must be based on empirical observation, which is on data that can be observed through senses; second information must be analyzed through logic and rational thought.  
Totally new way of seeing the world, based on the belief that both the physical and social environment could be altered by humans through the thoughtful application of reason. 
The period we now refer to as the industrial revolution brought with it great social dislocation, increasing disparities between rich and poor, and growing oppression of people around the world. 
The inevitability of bias in science 
We believe science is free from bias. In one respect this is true – legitimate science must base its conclusion on observable information that can be evaluated by others. 
Early sociologists such as Durkheim and Max Weber, trying to build a legitimate science of society, thought that the social world had to be studied in a neutral or non – biased way.  However, no knowledge – not even scientific knowledge – can be totally unbiased, since it is always collected by humans with already – formed opinions, who decide what to study, how to study it, and so on. 
We most commonly notice bias only when it conflict with our own views.  Does this mean that we can know nothing for certain because everyone has a personal opinion and therefore objective reality does not exist outside of our own individual perceptions of it? Most scientists reject this view. 
The role of science is to validate or invalidate individual observations of the world. A piece of information can be true or false regardless of the bias of the observer. 
Science and dialectics (page 15) 
Theories: why is there more than one explanation of human behavior? 
· In the world of science, a theory starts out as a framework for analysis, a proposal to explain something observed in the world. But most often in science, a good theory already has sufficient supportive evidence
· Robert Mankoff’s fish cartoon can help us begin to make sense of this difficult proposition. 
· The cartoonist has taken an “iconic” image – that is, one commonly used to visually express an abstract concept, which in this case is social  inequality – and made it humorous by giving the fish “human – like” moral thoughts about the justice of such inequality.  
· Structured inequality – a topic central to the field of sociology – is viewed differently depending on whether one is an eater or an eatee (the one in the middle, who is both, is logically, ambivalent on the question). 
· There can be no such thing as neutrality or unbiased social thought. 
The major sociological frameworks
· In this hypothetical fishpond, it is easy to see that the big fish have a better situation than the small ones, as a result, they are more likely to be happy with the present scheme of things.  
· In contrast, the small fish are more likely to be dissatisfied with the current situation and desirous of changing it (so as not to get eaten). 
· As for the middle fish, it is likely that their commitment to the current arrangements would depend on whether, at any given moment, they are about to devour a little fish or are about to get eaten. 
· It would make sense that the big fish would be interested primarily in explanation that helped maintain the arrangement in the fishpond. We may refer to these as order theories, since they would focus on and support the current order of things.
· In contrast, the theories of the little fish would be more likely to highlight the lack of justice in the current arrangements and the ways of the little fish lose out in the present situation. These theories would focus on how things have changed in the past and ways they might change in the future. Because the little fish would benefit from an alteration of the status quo, we might refer to such explanations as change theories. 
· This term is not the one generally used in sociology. Rather, such theories are usually referred to as either conflict theories or critical theories. 
· Whether acknowledged or not, all social theories either support the present social arrangements or advocate changing them. This doesn’t mean that only “big fish” in human society actually think up the order theories themselves, and only “small fish” think up change theories. 
· It is much easier for students to identify change theories than order theories.  This is mainly because we tend to notice those views that differ from our own, and change theories are not well known outside of academia in North America.  All change theories are, in one way or another, informed by the ideas of Karl Marx.  Marx’s analysis should not be viewed as his alone. 
· Although the name Marx and the term Marxism are often thought to reflect a single individual’s ideas, they should more correctly be thought of as representing a school of thought the first developed in the mid – nineteenth century. 
· Marx was surrounded by a world in rapid and tumultuous social, political, and economic change.  But while most of the thinkers of the period were, like the big fish, trying either to justify and maintain and social world of that period or to alter it in minor ways, Marx identified his interest with the “little fish”.  Thus, he tried to demonstrate how the entire social system would eventually be transformed.  
· Moreover, while most social theory of the time placed emphasis on the world of ideas, thoughts, and feelings, Marx gave prominence to the material basis for human behavior, primarily the economic conditions people live. 
· The general framework that draws on Marxist notions is often referred to as the political economy approach to sociology.  
· In recent years, others, including some feminist, and anti – racist theorist, have expanded on 19th centuray Marxist notions, making  the analysis more relevant to today’s world.
· Order theories are harder for students to identify, not only because they seem more neutral or familiar, but also because there are so many different approaches. 
· All such theories, however, help maintain the present social arrangements. 
· One of the most clear – cut is that of biological determinism.   Biological determinist theories locate the key to explaining human behavior in some aspect of human physiology, such as anatomy, hormones, or genes. If a human behavior is biologically based, it cannot be changed. 
· Best known of the order theories within the sociological tradition is that known as functionalism or structural functionalism.  
· Functionalist theories to simplify somewhat, analyze the function of various elements that exist within a society.  For example, it could be argued that war is functional to a society because it fuels the economy, provides employment to many young people, and unities the population against a common enemy.  While such an analysis can be useful, it can also lead to the unfortunate conclusion that anything that serves a social function – as in the case of war – must be an inevitable part of that society. 
· The hardest of the order theories to understand are those that promote some  changes to our social world, but seek only readjustments within the same basic structural arrangements. These are essentially middle fish theories which argue that there is some justice in the world. 
· Only theories that are generally included under the term macrosociology have been addressed. 
· These theories focus on the ways individual human behavior is influenced by the broader society, that is they concentrate on analyzing social structure .
· Microsociology, which focuses primarily on the way individual behavior and perceptions influence society.  For those sociologist who utilize this approach, human agency is primary. 
· For example suppose we want to examine social inequality in Canadian society.  Both micro – macro might be interested in this issue.  Micro sociologist  would be interested in the person to person ways that inequality is maintained – for example how forms of communication are used to signify inequalities.  They would be interested in power relations primarily at the proximal level.  Macro sociologist are more interested in the big picture. These theories are generally more interested is examining broad questions of distal power and control within societies as a whole. As a result, change theorist are more often connected with the macro sociological approach. 
· Order theories do not generally focus on the nature of power in societies  or how it is unequally distributed. 
· Change theories place more emphasis on the allocation of power in society. This is because little fish can only benefit from making other little fish aware of how little power they have relative to the big fish in the fishpond. 
The boundaries of sociology
· Boundaries between the various areas within the humanities and social science are not as clear cut as they may at first appear. 
Conclusion
· Sociology rooted in a period of intellectual curiosity and open – minded scientific investigation. 


