Sociology

Book: Your Compass for a New World

Chapter 1 – A Sociological Compass

Social Solidarity refers to the degree to which group members share beliefs and values, and the intensity and frequency of their interaction.

Social Structures are relatively stable patterns of social relations.

Microstructures are the patterns of relatively intimate social relations formed during face-to-face interaction (family, friends, work associates).

Macrostructures are overarching patterns of social relations that lie outside and above your circle of intimates and acquaintances (classes, bureaucracies, power systems).

Patriarchy is the traditional system of economic and political inequality between men and women.

Global Structures are patterns of social relations that lie outside and above the national level (international organizations, patterns of worldwide travel and communication, economic relations between countries).

The Sociological Imagination is the quality of mind that enables a person to see the connection between personal troubles and social structures.

The Scientific Revolution began about 1550. It encouraged the view that sound conclusions about the workings of society be based on solid evidence, not just on speculation.

The Democratic Revolution began about 1750. It suggested that people are responsible for organizing society and that human intervention can therefore solve social problems.



The Industrial Revolution, often regarded as the most important event in world history since the development of agriculture and cities, refers to the rapid economic transformation that began in Britain in the 1780s. It involved the large-scale application of science and technology to industrial processes, the creation of factories, and the formation of a working class.

Theories are tentative explanations of some aspect of social life that state how and why certain facts are related.

Research is the process of carefully observing reality to assess the validity of a theory.

Values are ideas about what is right and wrong.

Functionalism stresses that human behaviour is governed by relatively stable social structures. It underlines how social structures maintain or undermine social stability. It emphasises that social structures are based mainly on shared values or preferences. And it suggests that re-establishing equilibrium can best solve most social problems.

Dysfunctional Consequences are effects of social structures that create social instability.

Manifest Functions are visible and intended effects of social structures.

Latent Functions are invisible and unintended effects of social structures.

Conflict Theory generally focuses on large macro level structures and shows how major patterns of inequality in society produce social stability in some circumstances and social change in others.

Class Conflict is the struggle between classes to resist and overcome the opposition of other classes.

The Protestant Ethic is the belief that religious doubts can be reduced, and a state of grace ensured, if people work diligently and live ascetically. According to Weber, the Protestant work ethic had the unintended effect of increasing savings and investment and thus stimulating capitalist growth.

Symbolic Interactionism focuses on interaction in micro level social settings and emphasises that an adequate explanation of social behaviour requires understanding the subjective meanings people attach to their social circumstances.
Social Constructionism argues that apparently natural or innate features of life are often sustained by social processes that vary historically and culturally.

Feminist Theory claims that patriarchy is at least as important as class inequality in determining a person’s opportunities in life. It holds that male domination and female subordination are determined not by biological necessity but by structures of power and social convention. It examines the operation of patriarchy in both micro and macro settings. And it contends that existing patterns of gender inequality can and should be changed for the benefit of all members of society.

Durkheim noted that suicide is an apparently non-social and antisocial action that people often, but unsuccessfully, try to explain psychologically. He showed that suicide rates are influenced by the level of social solidarity of the groups to which people belong. This theory suggests that a distinctively social realm influences all human behaviour.

The Sociological Perspective analyzes the connection between personal troubles and three levels of social structure: microstructures, macrostructures, and global structures.

Values are ideas about what is right and wrong. Values often motivate sociologists to define which problems are worth studying and to make initial assumptions about how to explain sociological phenomena. A Theory is a tentative explanation of some aspect of social life. It states how and why specific facts are connected. Research is the process of carefully observing social reality to test the validity of a theory. Sociological theories are often motivated and even rejected through research, and those theories are often motivated by sociologists’ values.

Sociology has four major theoretical traditions. Functionalism analyzes how social order is supported by macrostructures. The Conflict approach analyzes how social inequality is maintained and challenged. Symbolic Interactionism analyzes how meaning is created when people communicate in micro level settings. Feminist theories focus on the social sources of patriarchy in both macro level and micro level settings.

The rise of sociology was stimulated by the Scientific, Industrial, and Democratic Revolutions. The Scientific Revolution encouraged the view that sound conclusions about the workings of society must be based on solid evidence, not just on speculation. The Democratic Revolution suggested that people are responsible for organizing society and that human intervention can therefore solve social problems. The Industrial Revolution created a host of new and serious social problems that attracted the attention of many social thinkers.

The Post-industrial Revolution is the technology-driven shift from manufacturing to service industries. Globalization is the process by which formerly separate economies, states, and cultures become tied together and people become increasingly aware of their growing independence. The causes and consequences of postindustrialism and globalization form the great sociological puzzles of our time. The tensions between equality and inequality of opportunity, and between freedom and constraint, are among the chief interests of sociology today.




Chapter 2 – How Sociologists Do Research

Field Research is based on the observation of people in their natural settings.

The Ethnographic researcher spends months or even years living with a people to learn their language, values, mannerisms – their entire culture – and develop an intimate understanding of their behaviour.

Participant Observation involves carefully observing people’s face-to-face interactions and participating in their lives over a long period of time, thus achieving a deep and sympathetic understanding of what motivates them to act in the way they do.

Exploratory Research is an attempt to describe, understand, and develop a theory about a social phenomenon in the absence of, or with little, previous research on the subject.

Hypotheses are unverified but testable statements about the relationship between two or more variables.

A Grounded Theory is an explanation of a phenomenon based not on mere speculation but on the controlled scrutiny of subjects.

A Variable is a concept that can take on more than one value.

Operationalization is the procedure by which researches establish criteria for assigning values to variables.

Reliability is the degree to which a measurement procedure yields consistent results.

Validity is the degree to which a measure actually measures what it is intended to measure.

Generalizability exists when research findings apply beyond the specific case examined.

Causality involves the analysis of causes and their effects.

An Experiment is a carefully controlled artificial situation that allows researchers to isolate hypothesized causes and measure their effects precisely.

Random means “by chance” – for example, having an equal and nonzero probability of being sampled. Randomization involves assigning individuals to groups by chance processes.

An Experimental Group in an experiment is the group that is exposed to the independent variable.

A Control Group in an experiment is the group that is not exposed to the independent variable.

A Dependent Variable is the presumed effect in a cause-and-effect relationship.

An Independent Variable is the presumed cause in a cause-and-effect relationship.

In a Survey, people are asked questions about their knowledge, attitudes, or behaviour, either in a face-to-face or telephone interview or in a paper-and-pencil format.

A Sample is the part of the population of research interest that is selected for analysis.

A Population is the entire group about which the researcher wants to generalize.

In a Probability Sample, the units have a known and nonzero chance of being selected.

An Association exists between two variables if the value of one variable changes with the value of the other.

Control in statistics refers to removing the influence of one or more variables on the association between an independent and a dependent variable.

A Spurious Association exists between an independent and a dependent variable when the introduction of the casually prior control variable makes the initial association disappear.

A Contingency Table is a cross-classification of cases by at least two variables that allows you to see how, if at all, the variables are associated.




Chapter 3 – Culture

Culture is the sum of practices, languages, symbols, beliefs, values, ideologies and material objects that people create to deal with real-life problems. Cultures enable people to adapt to, and thrive in, their environments.

High Culture is culture consumed mainly by upper classes (opera, ballet, etc.).

Popular Culture (or Mass Culture) is culture consumed by all classes.

Abstraction is the capacity to create general ideas or ways of thinking that are not linked to particular instances.

Symbols are things that carry a particular meaning, including the components of language, mathematical notations, and signs. Symbols allow us to classify experience and generalize from it.

Cooperation is the capacity to create a complex social life by establishing generally acceptable ways of doing things and ideas about what is right and wrong.

Norms are generally accepted ways of doing things.

Values are ideas about what is right and wrong.

Production is the human capacity to make and use tools. It improves our ability to take what we want from nature.

Material Culture comprises the tools and techniques that enable people to get tasks accomplished.

Non-material Culture is composed of symbols, norms, and other intangible elements.

Folkways are the least important norms and they evoke the least severe punishment.

Mores (pronounced MOR-AYS) are core norms that most people believe are essential for the survival of their group or their society.

Taboos are among the strongest norms. When someone violates a taboo is causes revulsion in the community and punishment is severe.

Ethnocentrism is the tendency for a person to judge other cultures exclusively by the standards of his or her own.

Cultural Relativism is the belief that all cultures have equal value.

The Rights Revolution is the process by which socially excluded groups struggled to win equal rights under the law and in practice beginning in the second half of the twentieth century.

Rites of Passage are cultural ceremonies that mark the transition from one stage of life to another (e.g. baptisms, confirmations, weddings) or from life to death (funerals).

Postmodernism is characterized by an eclectic mix of cultural elements and the erosion of consensus.

Rationalization is the application of the most efficient means to achieve given goals and the unintended, negative consequences of doing so.

Consumerism is the tendency to define ourselves in terms of the goods we purchase.

A Subculture is a set of distinctive values, norms, and practices within a larger culture.

Countercultures are subversive subcultures.




Chapter 4 – Socialization

Socialization is the process by which people learn their culture – including norms, values, and roles – and become aware of themselves as they interact with others.

A Role is the behaviour expected of a person occupying a particular position in society.

The Self consists of your ideas and attitudes about who you are.

The Id, according to Freud, is the part of the self that demands immediate gratification.

The Superego, according to Freud, is a part of the self that acts as a repository of cultural standards.

The Ego, according to Freud, is a psychological mechanism that balances the conflicting needs of the pleasure-seeking Id and the restraining Superego.

The Unconscious, according to Freud, is the part of the self that contains repressed memories we are not normally aware of.

The I, according to Mead, is the subjective and impulsive aspect of the self that is present from birth.

The Me, according to Mead, is the objective component of the self that emerges as people communicate symbolically and learn to take the role of the other.

Significant Others are people who play important roles in the early socialization experiences of children.

The Generalized Other, according to Mead, is a person’s image of cultural standards and how they apply to him or her.

Primary Socialization is the process of acquiring the basic skills needed to function in society during childhood. Primary socialization usually takes place in a family.

Secondary Socialization is socialization outside the family after childhood.

The Hidden Curriculum in school involves teaching obedience to authority and conformity to cultural norms.

A Self-fulfilling Prophecy is an expectation that helps bring about what it predicts.

The Thomas Theorem states, “Situations we define as real become real in their consequences.”

A person’s Peer Group comprises people who are about the same age and of similar status as the individual. The peer group acts as an agent of socialization.

Status refers to a recognized social position an individual can occupy.

Self-socialization involves choosing socialization influences from the wide variety of mass media offerings.

A Gender Role is the set of behaviours associated with widely shared expectations about how males and females are supposed to act.

Resocialization occurs when powerful socializing agents deliberately cause rapid change in a person’s values, roles, and self-conception, sometimes against a person’s will.

An Initiation Rite is a ritual that signifies the transition of the individual from one group to another and ensures his or her loyalty to the new group.

Total Institutions are settings in which people are isolated from the larger society and under the strict control and constant supervision of a specialized staff.

Anticipatory Socialization involves taking on the norms and behaviours of the role to which we aspire.

A Virtual Community is an association of people, scattered across the country, continent, or planet, who communicate via computer and modem about a subject of common interest.




Lecture Slides

Sociological Perspective is defined as seeing the general in the particular. By this we mean that sociologists identify general patterns in the behaviour of particular individuals. While acknowledging that each individual is unique, sociologists recognize that society acts differently on various categories of people (say, children compared to adults, women versus men, the rich as opposed to the poor). 

The Sociological Imagination is a sociological vision – a way of looking at the world that allows links between the apparently private problems of the individual and important social issues.

The elements that constitute the Social affect our opinions, values, beliefs, knowledge, habits, tastes, desires, and dreams.

Sociology as a Compass is about helping to show you places and ideas you might not have known about. Did you know that…?

Sociology as set of Lenses is about helping you look at things you may already have been familiar with, but from multiple, various, perhaps new perspectives. Had you thought of it like this?

Snowflake: Sociology is not anti-individual, but rather shows the uniqueness and richness of individuals as enabled and constrained by what we call the Social. We are unique!

What is Sociology? 	The study of the Social and its enabling and constraining influence.

Sociology & Common Sense:
Sociology, unlike common sense, makes an effort to subordinate itself to the rigorous rules of responsible speech.
Second, there is the size of the field from which the material for sociological thinking is drawn.
Third, sociology and common sense differ in the way that each makes sense of human reality in terms of how they understand and explain events and circumstances.
Finally, the power of common sense depends on its self-evident character: that is, not to question its precepts and to be self-confirming in practice.

Social Structure: Relatively stable patterns of social relations that affect our thoughts, feelings, actions, and identity. Three levels: microstructure, macrostructure, and global structures.

Microstructures are patterns of intimate social relations formed during face-to-face interaction.

Macrostructures are patterns of social relations outside and above one’s circle of intimates and acquaintances.

Global Structures are patterns of social relations outside and above the national level.

Theory is the tentative explanation of some aspect of social life that states how and why certain facts are related. After sociologists formulate theories, can conduct research

Research is the process of carefully observing social reality, often to test a theory or assess its validity.

Values are ideas about what is right and wrong. They help sociologists formulate and favour certain theories over others.

Functionalism: How is social order supported by macrostructures?

Conflict Theory: How is social inequality maintained and challenged?

Symbolic Interactionism: How do people create meaning when they communicate in micro level settings?

Feminism: What are the social sources of patriarchy in both macro and micro settings?

Functionalism stresses that human behaviour is governed by stable patterns of social relations (social structures) and shows how social structures can either maintain or undermine social stability. It also suggests social structures are based mainly on shared values or preferences and argues that re-establishing equilibrium is best way to solve most social problems.

Conflict Theory focuses on large, macro-level structures (e.g. class relations) and shows how major patterns of inequality produce social stability in some circumstances and social change in others. It also stresses how members of privileged groups seek to maintain advantages while members of subordinate groups struggle to increase theirs and typically recommends eliminating privilege as a means of reducing social conflict and increasing the sum of human welfare.

Symbolic Interactionism focuses on interpersonal communication in micro level social settings and emphasizes social life is possible only because people attach meanings to things. It also stresses people help to create their social circumstances, not merely react to them, and sometimes validates unpopular and unofficial viewpoints thereby increasing our understanding and tolerance of people who may be different from us.

Feminist Theory focuses on various aspects of patriarchy (system of male domination in society) and suggests male domination and female subordination are determined by structures of power and social convention rather than biological necessity. It also examines operation of patriarchy in both micro level and macro level social settings and recommends eliminating patterns of gender inequality.

Objectivity – observation of the world can occur in a neutral fashion without being influenced by theory or cultural or personal assumptions – “We all see the same thing”.

Subjectivity – observation of the world is influenced by theory or cultural or personal assumptions – You don’t see that?”.

The four stages to filtering in sociological research:
Stage One: Researchers’ values help them decide which problems are worth investigating.
Stage Two: Values lead researchers to formulate and adopt favoured theories for interpreting and explaining those problems.
Stage Three: Researchers’ interpretations are influenced by previous research.
Stage Four: Methods used to gather data mould researchers’ perceptions.

The Research Process: 
Define the problem → Review existing research literature → Formulate research question → Operationalize → Select research method → Collect data → Analyze data → Develop the conclusion

Ethical issues arise in the following two areas:  
Treatment of subjects: need for respecting rights of research subjects, including the right to safety, privacy, confidentiality and the right to informed consent.
Treatment of research results: concern about plagiarism, especially with spread of World Wide Web.



The four main methods in sociological research are field methods (e.g. participant observation), experiments, surveys, and analysis of existing documents and official statistics (e.g. content analysis).

Focus: each question has one specific topic.

Brevity: generally, shorter questions are preferable to longer questions.

Clarity: use clear, understandable words and avoid jargon.

Bias: avoid biased words, phrases, statements, and questions. If one answer to a question is more likely to be given, the question should probably be reworded.

Relevance: ensure that the questions you ask of your respondents are relevant to them and to your research.

Culture includes how we think, how we act, and what we own. In effect, everything we create with our hands and our minds. Culture is both our link to the past and our guide to the future.

Culture as enabling influence which increases our choices.

Culture as constraining influence which limits certain amount of our choices.

Multiculturalism is the acceptance or promotion of multiple ethnic cultures, applied to the demographic make-up of a specific place, usually at the organizational level, e.g. schools, businesses, neighbourhoods, cities or nations.

Socialization is the process by which people become aware of themselves as they interact with others. It is a requirement of unleashing one’s potential; i.e. becoming fully human.

Agents of Socialization include families (primary), school (secondary), peer groups and hidden curriculum.



Short Questions/Answers

What is Culture? Define in your own words.
Culture is the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that characterizes an institution, organization or group.

What is Socialization? Define in your own words.
A continuing process by which an individual acquires a personal identity and learns the norms, values, behaviour, and social skills appropriate to his or her social position.

What is Operationalization? Define in your own words and use at least one full example.
Operationalization is the process of defining variables into measurable factors. The process defines fuzzy concepts and allows them to be measured.
Example: Temperature. To define the variable temperature, a simple experiment is to be performed where a thermometer or a similar device is used to measure the temperature in Kelvin or in Celsius degrees.

What is Sociology? Define in your own words.
The study of human social behaviour, especially the study of the origins, organization, institutions, and development of human society.

