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Chapter 1 What is Sociology 

Sociology is a subject of enormous scale and scope. The use of the sociological 

imagination enables us to move beyond the assumption that our own 

experiences are the whole story about social life. For example, this chapter 

points to five ways in which coffee drinking can be viewed afresh if we ‘think 

ourselves away’ from the ‘immediacy of personal circumstances’. 

C. Wright Mills coined the terms ‘public issues’ and ‘private troubles’ to illustrate 

the connection between the freely willed actions of the individual and the patterning 

effects of social structure. The chapter emphasizes the interrelationship between 

individual behaviour and the patterning effects of social institutions, and introduces 

the term ‘structuration’ to describe this continuous process of reconstruction. 

Sociology relies on a canon of key ‘classical’ thinkers and some common themes 

which link contemporary sociology with its roots in the twin revolutions of the 

revolutions century. Three basic questions are: (a) what is human nature? (b) why is 

society structured as it is? and (c) how and why do societies change? 

Auguste Comte is known for inventing the term ‘sociology’ and wanted the 

discipline to be scientific, concerned only with ‘observable entities that are known 

directly to experience’, an idea now associated with the term ‘positivism’. 

Emile Durkheim went further with his emphasis on social facts and the application 

of natural science methods to social inquiry. Durkheim saw that increasing 

complexity of the division of labour threatened social cohesion and produced 

feelings of deep uncertainty for individuals, which he termed ‘anomie’. 

Karl Marx’s main focus was on capitalist economies and the separation of society 

into capital owners and wage labourers – two groups whose interests were 

inherently in conflict. This analysis was grounded in his broader ‘materialist 

conception of history’ and the view that class struggle was the main motive force in 

history. 

Max Weber’s work can be seen as in debate with Marx, with a greater emphasis on 

the role of ideas and beliefs in producing social change and less reliance on class 

conflicts. In Weber’s work, capitalism was just one amongst many forces shaping 

social change. His primary concept is rationalization: a blend of science, technology 

and bureaucratic organization, all directed towards the achievement of greater 

efficiency. 

More recent developments stemming from the work of Durkheim, Marx and Weber 

are functionalism, conflict theories and symbolic interactionism, respectively. 

Functionalism and conflict theories tend towards macrosociological analysis whilst 

symbolic interactionism favours microsociological studies. 



Functionalism is traced through Comte and Durkheim and presented in terms of its 

use of an organic analogy, an emphasis on moral consensus and its dominance 

during the careers of Talcott Parsons and Robert Merton. 

Conflict theories take a similarly systemic overview of social life but pay more 

attention to issues of power and inequality. 

Symbolic interactionism concentrates attention on the meaningful character of 

social life and is concerned with the production of meaning in social interactions. 

The chapter focuses on Mead’s interest in the role of the symbol in language use. It 

is the sharing of this symbolism that shapes interactions. 

Sociology offers the following benefits. First, its comparative approach encourages 

greater awareness of cultural differences and a better understanding of the specific 

problems of others. Second, a sensitivity to the intended and unintended 

consequences of social action is an aid to better evaluation of policy initiatives and 

the formation of more effective policy. Third, and related to this, a background in 

sociology provides a sound foundation for a number of professional careers reliant 

on understanding of society and social relations: business or think tank analysts, 

urban planners, social workers, journalists, etc. Fourth, it offers self-enlightenment: 

it is not just policy-makers who have the right and ability to make decisions about 

people’s lives. 

Michael Burawoy has argued for a ‘public sociology’ to forge relationships with 

audiences beyond the narrow confines of universities. He maintains that the 

‘professional sociology’ in the twentieth century has been beneficial, but it has also 

led to sociologists talking more to each other than to the public. Public sociology 

speaks with social groups such as trade unions, social movements, faith groups and 

organizations in civil society in a genuine conversation about the future direction of 

society. In this sense, the suggestion is that a more politically engaged sociology is 

necessary, and that sociology’s audience is much broader than it has been up until 

this point. 

 



Chapter 1 What is Sociology? 

How far are the theoretical approaches of sociology’s founders still relevant 

today? 

This question focuses on continuity and change in the nature of the discipline, 

comparing the nineteenth-century origin of sociology with contemporary societies. 

Your task therefore is to decide whether the classical theoretical approaches 

discussed in this chapter (and in the first part of Chapter 3) can continue to address 

the pressing social problems of twenty-first-century societies.  

The initial temptation, and one to avoid wherever possible, is to outline a potted 

history of sociological theory, or even of the discipline as a whole. This is unwise 

because (a) there is too much material in the text to be able to cover it adequately 

and (b) in any case it is likely to attract the comment ‘over-descriptive’ from the 

person who marks it. Instead, you need to think thematically and use the material in 

the text to illustrate your points. 

A good strategy would be to speed-read the chapter and write down three key 

elements of each classical thinker’s work. This then allows you to cross-reference 

your keywords and try to establish what were the key or central problems that the 

classical theorists sought to investigate. Don’t feel you have to be comprehensive in 

a short essay. Feel free to argue by example. Choose a figure from the nineteenth 

century and show how their ideas helped to shape the discipline into the twentieth 

century and beyond. This might be in terms of the concepts they formulated (class, 

bureaucracy), the methods they deployed (the case study, statistics) or simply the 

subject matter they studied (religions, social inequality, suicide). 

A more thematic approach might focus on ideas or debates rather than 

individuals. In what ways has the discipline changed in terms of its central 

concerns? How are these related to the emergence of new social problems and 

issues? This might involve reading more widely around the book to identify topics 

that seem novel or make few references to sociology’s founders (for example, 

Chapter 5 - Environment or Chapter 14 – Sexuality and Gender).  

Another angle would be to approach the question in reverse, by first looking at 

the present state of the discipline and seeing what, if anything, it owes to the 

nineteenth century. The section on theoretical dilemmas in Chapter 3 might be 

useful in this regard. The obvious choice here would be ‘the problem of the 

environment’ in so far as it is a recent feature of sociological theorizing. A far more 

challenging task would be to look for ways in which the classical sociologists’ work 

did contain ways of theorizing society-environment relations, even if these were 

implicit in the original work. This could be done in two ways. One way would be to 



point to the work of, say, Marx and Engels on human beings, nature and alienation, 

which has stimulated more recent work in environmental sociology on the ‘treadmill 

of production’. Another strategy would be to show how many well-established 

sociological concepts could be applied to the analysis of environmental issues.  

Of course, the key question is just how far such classical theoretical approaches can 

be used to study contemporary issues and your essay will need to make its own 

assessment of this. In doing so, it will be important for a balanced essay to note 

which contemporary issues and social problems may demand genuinely new ways 

of thinking that go beyond or are outside of the theoretical frameworks of the 

classics. 



 



Chapter 1 – What is Sociology? 
 
SocioSite – the Social Science Information System, based at the University of Amsterdam 
The International Sociological Association – represents sociologists around the world 
The European Sociological Association – aims to facilitate research into European issues 
The British Sociological Association – some helpful information on graduate careers from the BSA 
Public Sociology – Michael Burawoy’s version of public sociology and some of his critics 

 

http://www.sociosite.net/
http://www.isa-sociology.org/
http://www.europeansociology.org/
http://www.britsoc.co.uk/what-is-sociology/sociologist-careers.aspx
http://burawoy.berkeley.edu/PS.Webpage/ps.mainpage.htm


 

Chapter 2 Asking and Answering Sociological 

Questions 

As researchers, we need to consider the types of question we want to answer. 

Factual questions give us information about what, who and how. The next step is to 

ask ‘How usual is this?’ – in other words to ask comparative questions about the 

situation in other countries or in different types of society. Another comparison is 

the one undertaken over time rather than across space and such an approach 

involves developmental questions. Empirical and theoretical questions both have 

their place in sociology. 

Sociological research can be said to be scientific because it has a systematic 

method, is rooted in empirical investigations and data analysis, involves theoretical 

thinking and depends on the logical assessment of competing arguments. 

The research process works in the following way. It starts from a problem, whether 

in the shape of a knowledge gap, or perhaps a puzzle or a lack of understanding. 

The second stage is to conduct a systematic review of existing studies in order to 

identify possible insights and omissions. At the third stage, the research problem is 

honed down to aid the formulation of hypotheses which, to be of much use, must 

be couched in such a way that the results of the research either support or disprove 

them. From here, some thought must be given to designing a piece of research 

using relevant methods that are most likely to achieve the research’s objectives. 

The execution of research is by no means straightforward, with problems of ethics, 

access and possible restrictions on the content of what may be published. Added to 

this is the difficulty of interpreting the data produced and of presenting the findings 

in a range of formats suitable for particular audiences. 

Distinguishing cause and effect can be problematic; in particular, one must separate 

causation and correlation of variables. 

A common distinction is often made between quantitative and qualitative research 

methods and traditions. Many research projects today make use of mixed methods 

in order to gain a more comprehensive or rounded understanding and explanation 

of the subject being studied. Sociologists make use of a varied range of research 

methods including ethnography, surveys, biographical research, comparative 

research, historical analysis, visual sociology, use of the Internet and, less 

frequently, experiments. 

Ethnography involves fieldwork using participant observation.Surveys are usually 

operationalized through either standardized or open-ended questionnaires. Key 

considerations are consistency, comprehension and characteristics of respondents 



(sampling is crucial in this regard – this can be random or through the use of 

quotas). 

Descriptive statistics usually present measures of dispersion (the range, standard 

deviation) or of central tendency (mean, mode and median). 

Experiments test hypotheses under controlled conditions. While overwhelmingly 

associated with the natural sciences, on rare occasions such methods can be 

applied in sociology. Biographical studies explore life histories, sometimes via oral 

testimony, and often use documentary sources, such as personal diaries, to better 

understand how individuals experience social life. 

Comparative research and historical research are often combined to compare the 

development of different societies over time. Comparative-historical research 

usually involves studying secondary sources. 

Visual sociology uses photographs, film, television programmes, video, and so on, 

not just as supportive illustrations in research studies, but makes them objects of 

study in their own right. 

The Internet acts as a readily available source of information, offers access to 

‘virtual’ communities that can assist in research studies, and facilitates the 

speeding up of academic exchanges, spreading local research across the 

international scholarly community. However, learning how to assess such material 

for its accuracy and value will be much more important in the future. 

Since all methods have some limitations, it is necessary and desirable to employ 

‘triangulation’. 

The influence of sociological research is most evident in applied research, which 

targets specific social problems, and when policy-makers draw on its findings. 

However, sociology also exists in a reflexive relation to the people it studies and in 

this way contributes to the life of societies. 

  



 



Chapter 2 Asking and Answering Sociological 

Questions 

Evaluate the claim that both qualitative and quantitative research methods 

used in sociology are ‘scientific’. 

This question asks you to reflect on what constitutes science and scientific method 

in sociological research. Two basic strategies for answering this question are 

available. One is narrowly focused and the other is more wide-ranging and 

therefore more risky.  

The first and most straightforward is to select one qualitative and one 

quantitative method – biographical research and social survey research perhaps – 

and explore each in the light of a definition of ‘science’ (described on pp. 38-9). In 

this way the scene is set for an evaluation based on your chosen methods’ 

approaches to data collection and analysis, logical assessment and systematic 

approach to empirical investigation.  

Rather than remaining at a fairly abstract level of engagement with qualitative and 

quantitative methods, the essay might use actual pieces of real-world research to 

illustrate your arguments and make your points. To this end you could choose two 

contrasting research studies from anywhere in the book on subjects of interest to 

you and use these as concrete case studies which show that sociology’s scientific 

credentials remain intact – or not – by comparing them with the key elements of a 

scientific approach as set out earlier. 

The second strategy is rather more involved as a piece of reflection and essay 

writing. The question asks about science and sociology’s status as a science, but 

debates in the sociology of science have called into question any simple and agreed 

definition of ‘science’ or scientific method. Hence, an answer to the question could 

draw on some of this debate, as described in Chapter 3’s discussion of ‘Positivism 

and Social Evolution’ (pp. 72-3) as well as throughout Chapter 1. Taking this debate 

as your starting point, a broader approach to the question would begin by 

‘questioning the question’. Just what is science anyway? Does science always have 

predictive power? Are the natural sciences themselves as ‘scientific’ as many people 

assume? Does the subject matter of the social sciences – people and societies – 

necessitate a different kind of scientificity? Clearly your answer to these matters 

determines how you will go about evaluating qualitative and quantitative methods.  

Having adopted a broader frame for your answer, the way is then open for you to 

make use of various examples of research and alternative methods from across the 

qualitative and quantitative divides, perhaps including studies that have made use 

of mixed methods, to illustrate your arguments throughout.  



This second strategy is more risky as it is possible to become bogged down in 

essentially philosophical debates on the nature of science itself. However, this can 

be successfully avoided through the use of specific examples, which help to keep 

the discussion within the realm of real-world sociological research.  

 



Chapter 2 – Asking and Answering Sociological Questions 
 
Research methods at Manchester – exactly what it says, a useful resource for social science methods at the 
University of Manchester, UK 
The UK Office for National Statistics, which includes lots of survey research, but other types as well 
The UK Data Archive – a large collection of digital data on a variety of subjects 
CESSDA – Council of European Social Science Data Archives – houses many social science data archives from across 
Europe covering many different types of research 
Ipsos MORI – a merged company (Ipsos UK and MORI) focusing on market research and social research 

 

http://www.methods.manchester.ac.uk/
http://www.methods.manchester.ac.uk/
http://www.ons.gov.uk/
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/
http://cessda.net/
http://cessda.net/
http://www.ipsos-mori.com/


 

Chapter 3 Theories and Perspectives 

Theoretical thinking in sociology is needed if we are to explain and understand 

social life, and theories are linked to society’s main problems. Understanding the 

field of sociological theory today is more complex than in the past because society’s 

central problems are changing and sociologists have been forced to develop new 

theories as a result. Students therefore need to grasp both classical and 

contemporary theories. 

There is a distinction between grand theory and the less ambitious pursuit of 

‘theories of the middle range’. The latter combine general applicability with the 

criterion of testability, one example being the theory of relative deprivation. 

However, there has been a return to grand theorizing in recent times. 

Early sociological thinkers, such as Comte and Spencer, drew heavily on the 

successful natural sciences and were influenced by emerging evolutionary theory. 

Comte’s positivism and Spencer’s theory of social evolution are good examples of 

this trend. Marx’s theory of successive modes of production leading from primitive 

communism through feudalism and capitalism towards communism is probably the 

most influential example of grand theory yet seen.  

Later scholars influenced by Marx include the Frankfurt School, which sought to 

address some of the problems within Marxist theory. However, it was Durkheim 

who did most to establish sociology as an academic discipline within universities. 

His argument about the existence of social facts and the need for a new discipline 

capable of studying them marked a major turning point in the social sciences. 

The later structural functionalism of Parsons became dominant in sociology for a 

time, but his overly abstract systems theory and unconvincing handling of social 

conflicts led to the emergence of a plurality of theoretical perspectives. 

Max Weber’s study of the Protestant Ethic is an example of good theory because it 

is counter-intuitive, solves a puzzle and can be applied beyond its immediate 

context to act as a stimulus to further research. Along with Mead’s ideas, Weber’s 

work provided the basis for numerous interactionist studies and perspectives 

rooted in the study of micro-level phenomena. Symbolic interactionism, 

phenomenology and ethnomethodology are the main variants of such broadly 

interactionist perspectives. 

Two enduring dilemmas can be identified in theoretical thinking within sociology: 

action versus structure, and consensus versus conflict. Durkheim believed that 

social structure is external to the individual in the same way as are the walls of a 



room. While this is a widely accepted view, its critics argue that society is nothing 

but a composite of many individual actions.  

Norbert Elias’s figurational perspective does not try to ‘bridge’ the structure–agency 

dilemma in sociology. Rather, it effectively dissolves the ‘problem’ altogether: there 

is no need for sociologists to focus exclusively on the micro or the macro level, but 

they should rather seek to understand shifting figurations. 

Anthony Giddens’s concept of structuration holds that ‘structure’ and ‘action’ are 

necessarily related to each other: societies have ‘structure’ insofar as people behave 

in regular ways, and ‘action’ is only possible because each individual possesses 

socially structured knowledge. The second controversy is consensus versus conflict. 

Durkheim, and most functionalists after him, emphasize integration and harmony in 

society. Those more influenced by Marx see societies as inherently full of tension: 

conflict is built into the form rather than being a pathological aberration. Once 

again, these positions are not totally irreconcilable. A further debate in classical 

sociology concerns the shaping of the modern world. Marx saw capitalism as a 

motive force behind social change – its dynamism, along with its global tendency, is 

its distinctive feature. The current period sees Marx more criticized than ever, 

especially since the collapse of Eastern European communism after 1989. Weber is 

still seen as having carried on a debate with the ghost of Marx, his classic 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism emphasizing the importance of non-

economic factors. In addition to capitalism, Weber adds the forces of science and 

bureaucracy, which together equal rationalization.  

Further problematizing has appeared in sociology more recently. Issues of gender 

have been absent from most of classical sociology. The feminist charge is that 

sociological theory has ignored the gendered nature of knowledge and has been 

male-dominated – a malestream sociology. This involved a perceived male bias in 

sociological theorizing, which imputed general conclusions from the experience of 

men. There is an important distinction between the need to incorporate women into 

sociology and the need to incorporate gender. Forging a relationship between 

gender and other forms of social division is a major task for the future.  

Feminist theorists today, such as Judith Butler, are not simply interested in gender 

inequalities but also in questioning the very concept of gender and its meaning. 

However, theoretical explanations of women’s position differ, sometimes quite 

markedly. For example, while radical feminists see patriarchy as the main source of 

oppression, dual-systems theorists argue that both patriarchy and capitalism 

combine to reproduce male dominance. Black feminism insists that race, racism and 

ethnicity need to be part of feminist theorizing and criticizes earlier theories for 

assuming that all women have essentially similar interests despite their radically 

divergent backgrounds and living conditions 



Postcolonial sociology explores the ways in which the legacy of European 

colonialism remains active in both societies and academic disciplines, long after 

former colonies have achieved independence. Postcolonial studies try not only to 

expose this continuing legacy, but also to transform the core concepts and theories 

which failed to take account of colonial and postcolonial relations. 

Poststructuralists like Michel Foucault have explored the idea of discourse: ways of 

talking or thinking about health, crime and sexuality, and their powerful impact on 

the structuring of social life.  

For postmodernists such as Bauman and Baudrillard, modernity or the modern 

world itself is the subject of radical critique. Whilst Marxists strive to hold onto 

rationality and science, many postmodernists point to their negative impact on 

societies, which undermines their legitimacy. 

The identification of closer global interconnectedness and global environmental 

issues such as climate change has given rise to new theories of globalization and 

risk. In the work of Giddens and Beck, risk has emerged as a central concept 

alongside a focus on how global risks are created and managed. 

In recent years, Beck’s thinking followed that of others into a theory of 

cosmopolitanism which begins from a critique of ‘nation-state-based’ thinking – 

that is, sociological theories which take national societies as the main unit of 

analysis. This ‘national outlook’ fails to grasp that political, economic and cultural 

action and their (intended and unintended) consequences know no borders.  

Contemporary theorists all have connections to the classic theories in sociology, but 

they now look to adapt and refine these in order to explain the characteristics of the 

contemporary world. In this sense, they are emulating sociology’s founders by 

producing theories of similar scale and scope. 

 



Chapter 3 Theories and Perspectives 

‘Fashions have come and gone in the history of sociological theory but the 

basic theoretical dilemmas remain the same.’ Discuss. 

This is a potentially dangerous question, in so far as it could encompass the entire 

body of sociological theorizing and leave the writer drowning in detail, searching 

hopelessly for a theme. The first port of call should be the section ‘Enduring 

theoretical dilemmas’ from page 86, in order to establish the key arguments. 

This question lends itself to the basic principle of undergraduate study in sociology 

–question the question. This question asks you to consider that there are some 

underlying and relatively unchanging dichotomies or dilemmas in sociology, 

regardless of the topic under study, and the chapter refers to the problem of 

structure/agency (pp. 87-90) and consensus/conflict (pp. 91-2) as central to 

sociological theorizing across generations. One way of questioning this suggestion 

is to introduce other dichotomies which may be as significant or even more 

significant, depending on what is being studied.  

For instance, the discussion of feminism and ‘malestream theory’ suggests that 

gender may be yet another central dilemma in sociology, which may be crucial in 

studies of household power relations and the domestic division of labour (pp. 94-7). 

Again, postcolonial sociology can be seen as highlighting another dilemma in 

sociology, which any study of ‘race’, ethnicity, or sociological theorizing itself must 

not ignore. 

A basic essay needs to identify at least the two core dilemmas above. In order to 

enhance the answer, the roots of the dilemmas should be highlighted. You may also 

wish to think about the way that some sociologists have tried to go beyond or 

circumvent these basic dichotomies. Perhaps the best examples of this are 

Giddens’s theory of structuration and Elias’s figurational sociology, both of which 

(in different ways) seek to move beyond the structure/agency dualism. If successful, 

these may show that the existing dichotomies in sociology are actually not as firm 

or fixed as they might seem. Still more ambitious would be to subject some more 

recent theorizing (such as Bauman on contemporary society, or Beck on the 

environment and risk) to this process, to explore the extent to which these 

contemporary theorists are offering anything truly novel. 

Your conclusion should reflect on the success or otherwise of attempts such as 

these and reach your own assessment of whether sociology continues to be marked 

by dichotomies it inherited from Western philosophical thought.  



Chapter 3 – Theories and Perspectives 
 
The Dead Sociologists’ Society – very good resources on the classical and early theorists 
The Feminist Theory Website – feminist theories and perspectives from academics based at Virginia Tech University 
The Institute for Social Research – Frankfurt Critical Theory today [in German] 
Phenomenology Online – phenomenologists and ethnomethodologists 
A series of websites devoted to the work of some contemporary theorists: 
Jean Baudrillard  
Judith Butler 
Norbert Elias 
Michel Foucault 

Erving Goffman 
 
 

http://media.pfeiffer.edu/lridener/dss/deadsoc.html
http://www.cddc.vt.edu/feminism/enin.html
http://www.ifs.uni-frankfurt.de/forschung
http://www.phenomenologyonline.com/
http://englishscholar.com/baudrillard.htm
http://www.theory.org.uk/ctr-butl.htm
http://www.norberteliasfoundation.nl/
http://foucault.info/
http://people.brandeis.edu/~teuber/goffmanbio.html


 

Chapter 4 Globalization and Social Change 

The scale of the contrast between the contemporary world and earlier societies is 

summed up by the relatively recent human population expansion, transformations 

unleashed by modern technologies and, latterly, by globalization. 

Three previous types of society have existed: hunting and gathering societies were 

the dominant form of social organization throughout human history but are now 

restricted to a few small parts of South America and Africa; pastoral societies herd 

animals in environments where agriculture is difficult; agrarian societies are similar 

except that they raise crops and are therefore more geographically settled and 

accumulate more material possessions. 

Industrialization makes agricultural employment an activity of the few as most of 

the population is freed up to work in factories, shops and offices. Cities increase 

the density of population but simultaneously increase the anonymity of modern life. 

Local variation gives way to a more integrated social and political network and the 

nation-state becomes the model for human societies across the modern world. 

Three centuries of colonialism led to the creation of ‘Three Worlds’. While this is 

convenient shorthand, it is no longer a very useful typology. The terms ‘developed’ 

and ‘developing societies’ are now more common. Developing societies differ from 

traditional societies in three respects: politically they are nation-states; most are 

undergoing the experience of urbanization; agriculture dominates but as an export 

crop rather than for subsistence.  

Three main features and causes of globalization exist: a growth in information and 

communications technology, most notably the advent of fibre-optic cables and 

communications satellites; the weightless, knowledge-based, information-led global 

economy, dominated by transnational corporations; the spread of institutions of 

government that do not match national boundaries, such as the EU, the UN and a 

tranche of non-governmental bodies.  

Three broad positions exist on the significance of globalization: hyperglobalizers 

see globalization changing every aspect of life; sceptics argue that the nation-state 

remains the central actor; whilst transformationalists see some major 

transformations but also the persistence of older patterns.  

Many examples of life affected by globalization can be found. For example, global 

influences are present in reggae and other musical forms. Supermarkets carry a 

large array of fresh produce from across the world. Indeed the concepts of ‘food 

miles’ and ‘local produce’ have become pervasive in recent environmental debates. 



Does this inevitably lead to a global culture? Phenomena like television, the global 

economy, ‘citizens of the world’, transnational organizations and electronic 

communications seem to push the world in that direction. However, Kuwaitis’ use of 

the Internet (see p. 144) suggests this will be no simple matter and Robertson’s 

concept of glocalization aims to capture the diverse cultural responses to global 

economic forces.  

Ironically, under conditions of globalization, there can result a form of new 

individualism, an environment where the pressure is on to be much more active in 

choosing identities. The chapter conclusion raises the question of the need for new 

structures of governance – at the global or, at the very least, supra-national level – 

in order to deal with the unpredictability of the many constituent processes within 

the globalizing dynamic. 



Chapter 4 Globalization and Social Change 

Evaluate the arguments for and against the view that globalization is leading 

inexorably to the creation of a uniform global culture. 

This is a question with hidden traps. The main one is to focus too narrowly or to 

veer off into the broader literature on globalization per se and lose track of the 

question. The best option is to offer a quite straightforward treatment of the 

arguments for and against the proposition, before reaching your own conclusion 

based on the balance of evidence to date.  

The first part of your answer should define globalization.In doing so, you will 

have to discuss some of the disagreements around this concept, such as those in 

the section entitled ‘Globalization’ (pp. 127-8), including Table 4.5 (p. 139) which 

sets out in schematic form the differences between three perspectives on 

globalization. As there are clearly disagreements about exactly what constitutes 

globalization, you should look for points of agreement across the alternative 

perspectives in order to arrive at a working definition that will provide the backdrop 

for the rest of your answer. For instance, despite there being differing ideas of the 

globalization timescale, there is a measure of agreement that globalization involves 

closer, more systematic interdependencies between nations. There are other areas 

of broad agreement too and the emphasis should be on these.  

There is a second part to the question though. You are invited to explore the idea 

that ongoing globalization is leading towards uniformity and a reduction in cultural 

diversity. Underlying this question is a hidden, normative debate about whether 

globalization is a good or bad thing, particularly for the poorer, less powerful 

nations in the developing world. With this in mind, two options are now possible. 

You might take this at face value as a debate about the theoretical or empirical 

strengths of the concept of globalization and pitch your answer in terms of the 

evidence for the uniformity of economic and cultural products, Western ideas and 

values and so on. This is a perfectly reasonable response to this question. 

Nonetheless, you may want to extend the discussion into the normative debate: is 

globalization, on balance, a positive development or not? Who is it positive for and 

who stands to lose out? It is important to bear in mind that the question demands 

you come to an overall evaluation, so it would not be enough simply to rehearse the 

competing arguments.  

One thesis which should be included in your answer is Roland Robertson’s counter-

argument of glocalization, discussed on pp. 143-4. Bringing glocalization into the 

essay allows you to draw on some of the recent evidence that local and regional 

cultures are far from passive when brought into contact with the forces of 

globalization. For example, the chapter highlights Internet use in Kuwait to 



demonstrate how globalizing information technology may be readily accepted and 

adopted, whilst existing cultures make use of but are not radically transformed by 

it. You could scour the whole book for evidence on both sides of this argument and 

one useful shortcut is the quick reference guide in Box 4.2 (p. 127).  

Finally, remember that globalization is wide-ranging and presents an opportunity to 

legitimately steer your answer towards your own specialism or preferred area of 

study. Thus, successful answers may use predominantly economic, political or 

cultural forms of globalization, provided they also demonstrate that these are 

driving human societies towards or away from a uniform global culture. 

 



Chapter 4 – Globalization and Social Change 
 
TimeMaps information on hunter-gatherers – covers hunter-gatherers, agrarian societies and early civilizations 
BBC World Service on globalization – some basic information on aspects of ‘global society’ 
The 1999 Reith Lectures – Anthony Giddens on ‘The runaway world’ 
International Forum on Globalization – an alliance of activists, scholars and researchers interested in globalization 
processes 
Centre for Research on Globalization – Canadian-based ‘think site’ with lots of comment by researchers and 
academics 
Global Policy Forum – monitors policy-making at the United Nations 
LSE Global Governance – London School of Economics Research Centre 

 
 

http://www.timemaps.com/hunter-gatherer
http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/programmes/globalisation
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/english/static/events/reith_99
http://ifg.org/
http://ifg.org/
http://www.globalresearch.ca/
http://www.globalresearch.ca/
http://www.globalpolicy.org/globalization.html
http://www.lse.ac.uk/globalGovernance/HomePage.aspx


Chapter 5 The Environment 

The environment qualifies as a sociological issue by virtue of the fact that (a) 

natural disasters affect people in unequal ways – poor individuals and poor 

countries are more vulnerable – and (b) many environmental threats are in part the 

result of human behaviour and sociology makes sense of that human behaviour.  

‘Nature’ is a complex word with several main meanings. In recent years use of ‘the 

environment’ has tended to override nature in debates concerned with human-

nature relations. Classical sociologists paid little direct attention to the environment 

and research into environmental problems today has largely been from social 

constructionist or critical realist perspectives.  

Environmental issues of interest to sociologists include air and water pollution, the 

production of waste, resource depletion and water insecurity, food shortages and 

GM crops, and climate change.  

Although water is a renewable resource, it is being depleted due to issues regarding 

its equitable location and distribution. In some parts of the world, low availability of 

water cannot meet the demands of the local population, while in some developed 

nations the notion of water being scarce is so unfamiliar that many people choose 

to buy bottled water when they could get it for free from the tap, one illustration of 

massive global inequality. The use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) has 

been controversial, especially in Europe. Opponents of this speculative technology 

have invoked ‘the precautionary principle’ in their opposition to its initial rapid 

development.  

Currently the major global environmental issue is global warming, or climate 

change. An overwhelming majority of environmental scientists now agree that the 

enhanced greenhouse effect is largely anthropogenic, that is, it is caused by human 

activity. The potential consequences for human populations are serious including 

rising sea levels and more flooding, desertification and soil erosion, the spread of 

harmful diseases, poorer harvests and food shortages, unstable climate patterns 

and geopolitical instability as a result. 

Several contentious debates surrounding the global warming thesis and its 

implications, however, bring the consensus view into conflict with a range of 

‘climate change sceptics’ who argue that climate scientists exaggerate the evidence 

or fail to pay adequate attention to opposing evidence, or that any existing 

temperature rise is real but not attributable to human activity. In 2009, the Climatic 

Research Unit at the University of East Anglia had its email system hacked, an affair 

now known as ‘ClimateGate’. In some of these emails, the director referred to 

performing ‘a trick’ with climate data and ‘hiding the decline’ in temperature for 



one data series. Three independent enquiries concluded that there was no evidence 

of scientific malpractice, falsification of data or attempts to subvert the peer review 

process at the Unit. 

However, there is also a disjunction between the widespread acceptance of global 

warming and people being prepared to change their routine behaviour to help 

tackle it, which Anthony Giddens calls ‘the Giddens Paradox’. This paradox states 

that as people experience no clearly tangible effects of the dangers of unchecked 

global warming in their everyday lives, they will not change their environmentally 

damaging actions. Yet if they wait until global warming clearly interferes with their 

lives, it will be too late to do anything about it.  

The 1990 Kyoto Protocol to limit and reduce carbon emissions, the 2007 

Washington Declaration’s ‘cap and trade’ approach to making polluters pay for 

emissions, the 2010 Cancun UN Climate Change Conference’s green climate fund to 

support sustainable development in developing countries and the 2015 Paris 

agreement are all examples of the international response to global warming. 

Sociology has a major part to play in our understanding of environmental problems 

and issues. Theories of mass production and modern consumerism help to explain 

some of the deleterious consequences of human activity on the natural 

environment. The 1970s ‘limits to growth’ thesis was seen as overly pessimistic, 

but recent United Nations Millennium Ecosystem reports have reached a similar 

conclusion that there are some natural limits to continuous economic growth.  

The concept of sustainable development has become central to political debate and 

policy across the world’s societies. Sustainable development is development which 

meets the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their own needs. The concept brings together economic 

development and environmental protection but has proved very difficult to 

operationalize in the very different social contexts of developed and developing 

societies.  

Environmental issues have stimulated research into ‘the risk society’. In the work of 

Beck and Giddens, many of the risks associated with the environment today are in 

fact ‘manufactured risks’ which effectively bring nature back into sociological 

research and theorizing. 

Ecological modernization is a recently developed perspective that looks to find 

technological solutions which minimize environmental pollution, enabling a form of 

green economic growth to continue to provide employment. Ecological 

modernization also seeks to change markets and economic agents, nation-states, 

social movements and ecological ideologies in order to transform societies in 

environmentally benign ways for the future. 



Ecological justice movements are concerned with the quality of life in working-class 

areas and inner-city environments and have diverged from the traditionally middle-

class character of environmental movements. Ecological citizenship is the attempt 

to expand the concept of citizenship beyond political and welfare rights into the 

right to a clean and sustainable natural environment.  

 



Chapter 5 The Environment 

With reference to sociological theories and research, explain why global 

environmental problems cannot be properly understood or tackled without 

sociological knowledge.  

This question asks you directly to justify the inclusion of the discipline of sociology 

within academic and policy debates on global environmental problems. 

In this sense, the question appears to helpfully narrow the range of possible 

answers you might give. However, the danger is that you may be tempted to try and 

cover too many theories and/or too much evidence, which dilutes the overall 

effectiveness of your answer. A successful answer will focus on a limited number of 

theories and include empirical research that clearly demonstrates how sociology 

produces relevant and useful evidence for academics, environment policy-makers 

and the general public. 

The first thing to establish is that there really are some environmental problems 

and issues that are genuinely global in scale. This means selecting two, at most 

three, problems and showing why they are seen as global environmental problems. 

What is it that makes them so? Why can they no longer be thought of as national or 

regional problems? What has changed? It is a safe bet that most answers will 

discuss global warming as the global issue par excellence and this is sensible given 

the prominence it enjoys in the chapter (pp. 173-82). However, you could also 

discuss air pollution, resource depletion or genetic modification (pp. 163, 167-73) 

to illustrate the global character of some environmental issues. 

In the second part of the answer, you will need to explore sociological theories 

and studies that have important things to say about the social causes and 

consequences of global environmental problems. You could choose the sociology of 

consumer culture, Beck’s risk society thesis, the treadmill of production 

perspective, ecological modernization theory or the sociology of development 

(within sustainable development) (all discussed in pp. 182-94). Clearly it is not 

possible to discuss all of these, but the point is to ensure that the theories you 

select are connected to the global problems you discussed in part one. It will be 

important to explain how the selected theories help us to understand why global 

problems have developed and what their social consequences may be.  

It is possible to leave matters there as the key aspects of the question have been 

addressed. However, ambitious answers will take seriously the invitation to 

consider what sociology has to offer those seeking to effectively tackle global 

environmental problems. This element is aimed at those interested in policy 

solutions. One obvious place to start is with ideas of sustainable development, 



which have led to innumerable concrete initiatives at all levels and a discussion of 

some of these and their origins in sociological research studies and theories would 

work well. Many of these are scattered across the whole chapter. Another possibility 

is to consider the policy options advocated by ecological modernizers. The choice 

here is similarly broad and answers might focus on the general policy platform 

presented by ecological modernization theory, or delve deeper into some specific 

suggestions and initiatives in particular areas of policy, such as transport or food 

production.  

The important thing to remember though is that the emphasis throughout should 

be on discussing and demonstrating ways in which sociology, as an academic 

discipline, is absolutely necessary for effective future studies of global 

environmental problems and their resolution. 

 



Chapter 5 – The Environment 
 
Environmental Organization Web Directory – US-based repository with lots of useful resources 
European Environment Agency – a good resource base with some interesting surveys and other research 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change – read the Fifth Assessment Report here 
Friends of the Earth International – campaigning environmental organization 
Greenpeace International – campaigning environmental organization 
OECD – environment site with lots of data from OECD countries 
United Nations Development Programme – link to Human Development Reports and the UN Millennium Goals 

 
 

http://www.webdirectory.com/
http://www.eea.europa.eu/
http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5
http://www.foei.org/
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en
http://www.oecd.org/environment
http://www.undp.org/


Chapter 6 Cities and Urban Life 

Urbanization is now a global phenomenon and major world cities contain many 

millions of people. From the start, attitudes to cities have been polarized, with 

assessments ranging from ‘civilized virtue’ to ‘smoking inferno’. Such views found 

expression in novels and poetry, much of which focused on the extreme inequalities 

of urban settings. 

In the twentieth century observers began to distinguish between towns and cities, 

the latter being more cosmopolitan and international, often as a result of cross-

national migration to new cities like Chicago. 

The Chicago School had two main themes: the ecological approach and ‘urbanism 

as a way of life’. The ecological approach uses a metaphor adapted from physical 

science. Cities were therefore organisms which responded to their environmental 

conditions, a view supported empirically by the tendency for cities to grow beside 

sources of water, fertile land or transport networks. Similarly, within cities 

themselves there is a natural balance between competing groups, who often 

become spatially segregated. 

Urban ecology is associated with the image of a city of concentric rings with the 

inner city at its core. Beyond this decaying core the rings are cut into segments, 

which are competed for by different population subgroups. Hawley later revived this 

approach by stressing interdependence between areas rather than the continual 

competition for scarce resources. Businesses in the core service the populations of 

other areas; those populations in turn provide a labour force. 

Wirth’s concept of the urban way of life stresses the ‘overall’ effect of the city on 

social life and in particular the paradox of proximity and anonymity. In other words, 

the existence of greater opportunity for social interaction leads to greater 

superficiality and instrumentality in those meetings. 

Recent theories of urbanism, influenced by Marx, stress the need to analyse the 

wider economic and political changes which impact upon cities. Supply and demand 

operate to alter the commodity price of land. Similarly patterns of suburbanization 

have been facilitated by tax breaks and broader economic change. A city is not just 

a location but is the expression of a process of collective consumption. This 

process of unequal spatial development, as studied by David Harvey, helps produce 

a distinctive created environment which reproduces social inequalities. While such 

ideas move away from the biological analogies of Chicago, they also complement 

them. Broad economic forces are mediated by distinctive local social systems, often 

leading to conflicts between the interests of business and residents. 



Another recent theory suggested by Stephen Graham argues that techniques and 

technologies which were designed for war zones have crossed over into civilian 

applications in urban environments, which he calls ‘new military urbanism’. Cities 

have become key sites for terrorist aggression, and governments have adopted 

military-style surveillance techniques of monitoring. 

Since 1945, key themes in urban studies have been suburbanization, inner-city 

decay and ethnic conflict. Suburbs have attracted white middle-class families 

seeking more space, lower taxes, less pollution and (initially) racially segregated 

schools. As a direct result, inner-city areas have suffered as the tax base has 

declined, the physical environment has been run down, and the burdens on welfare 

spending have grown, leading to a cycle of deterioration. Key factors are poverty, 

ethnic hostilities and crime, and insecurity caused by all three. The redevelopment 

of London Docklands is a famous example of urban recycling. This is often a key 

aim of the planning process but is frequently the outcome of selective gentrification 

of inner city areas. 

It is the developing world where the major urban growth will take place in the 

twenty-first century: the so-called megacities. This presents a number of important 

challenges: economic, environmental and social. 

The role of global cities has been theorized by Saskia Sassen. This describes urban 

centres that are home to the headquarters of large, transnational corporations and 

a superabundance of financial, technological and consulting services, and which 

represent the main circuits through which globalization occurs. 

The recent ‘infrastructural turn’ in urban studies has also drawn attention to the 

enormously complex networks on which cities depend. Rather than giving up on 

cities altogether, as some radical environmentalists have argued, there is a growing 

interest in modifying and transforming them into eco-cities or sustainable cities 

which aim to minimize its inputs of energy and resources and to reduce its outputs 

of pollutants and waste products. 

Although globalization aggravates the challenges facing cities around the world, it 

also makes room for cities and local governments to play a revitalized role in 

managing global trends. First, cities are responsible for managing the urban 

habitat; second, they deal with problems of cultural integration presented in their 

cosmopolitan populations; and third, they provide venues for political 

representation and management. 

 



Chapter 6 Cities and Urban Life 

What relevance, if any, does the work of the Chicago School have for 

understanding the contemporary urban condition? 

This is a relatively straightforward question which is looking for you to examine 

how applicable to the present are theories and ideas from the past. Successful 

essays must include at least: (a) a reliable account of Chicago School ideas and 

research, (b) a good grasp of the features and problems of contemporary urban life, 

and (c) sufficient linkage between the two to facilitate a proper assessment. As with 

all historical comparisons, an essay that is able to operate thematically and move 

easily between past and present will tend to be more sophisticated and score higher 

marks than ‘shopping list’ models based on description.  

The Chicago School comprises two main components that are useful for urban 

sociology. The first of these is ‘urban ecology’, which is dealt with on pages 212-6. 

The key analogy here is with nature: a city is another organism responding and 

adapting to favourable or less favourable environments. Within the city, particular 

‘species’ of urban dweller gravitate towards areas best suited to them. Urban 

ecology also has a vision of the urban form divided into concentric rings, each of 

which may be split into segments. From time to time there are migrations into 

particular segments, causing the existing population or community to leave for 

another neighbourhood, or to a more distant suburb.  

The second component of the Chicago legacy is the idea of ‘urbanism as a way of 

life’. In short, what it feels like to be in and experience urban life. Here the 

emphasis is on fleeting interactions that are functional rather than intrinsically 

satisfying. Ironically, Louis Wirth noted that the pace of living and the need to 

ameliorate social competition could result in the sort of neighbourhoods described 

in urban ecology. The key here though is the distinctive cultural nature of the 

modern city as a way of bringing people together. 

The next stage is how to link this type of Chicago School theorizing to the 

contemporary character of urban living? A good idea is to pinpoint both the key 

aspects of Chicago thinking and their contemporary counterparts. For example, the 

ongoing process of inter- and intra-city migration means that today’s urban centres 

are equally likely to experience waves of invasion and succession, and the chapter 

contains a helpful section on gentrification and ‘urban recycling’ (pp. 226-8). These 

are contemporary illustrations of today’s urban ecology: planners, politicians and 

community leaders have often given the process a push by pursuing particular 

objectives and by providing incentives for individuals and businesses to inhabit 

certain areas. The second component of Chicago thought is the cultural nature of 

cities. Here it is possible to draw on the material on micro-scale interactions from 



Chapter 8 or even consider the way in which urban displays and landscapes might 

be considered as forms of hyperreality, explored by Jean Baudrillard in Chapter 18 

on Media.  

Finally, the Chicago School saw social research as a means to the greater end of 

social reform for the common good, for instance, in the commitment to using their 

results to expose and ameliorate poverty. In this sense Mike Davis’s powerful 

portrayal of the way that life is made as ‘unliveable’ as possible for the poorest and 

most marginalized residents of Los Angeles (Using Your Sociological Imagination 

Box 6.1, p. 218) echoes some of the Chicago concerns too. 

 



Chapter 6 – Cities and Urban Life 
 
Centre for Urban History, based at the University of Leicester, UK 
H-Urban – a discussion forum for urban history and urban studies 
Globalization and World Cities Network, based at Loughborough University, UK – tracks the growth and integration 
of cities in the world economy 
City Mayors – a useful resource on mayors across the world 
Virtual Cities Resource Centre – looks at urban form as represented on the Internet  
A US site on sustainable architecture, building and culture 

 
 

http://www.le.ac.uk/urbanhist
http://www.h-net.org/~urban
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc
http://www.citymayors.com/
http://www.casa.ucl.ac.uk/planning/virtualcities.html
http://www.sustainableabc.com/


Chapter 7 Work and the Economy 

The financial crisis and its aftermath have had a major impact on many aspects of 

social life. Large numbers of people have lost their jobs as a result of business 

failures or government cuts to public spending. There have been huge public 

spending cuts and increases in austerity policies. The prospects for tensions, 

conflicts and widening inequality are increased. All of the founders of sociology 

were interested, to a greater or lesser extent, in the study of economic phenomena 

such as markets, the division of labour, work and business corporations. Today, 

these issues form part of the field of economic sociology. 

Marx, Durkheim and Weber all sought to understand and explain the origins and 

development of industrial capitalist societies. One of Durkheim’s major studies was 

of the division of labour in society. Marx’s main interest was in understanding 

capitalism as a dynamic, but exploitative and destructive economic system. Weber 

focuses on what constitutes economically rational action, and also discussed the 

religious origins of the capitalist outlook in early forms of Protestantism. 

Economic sociology differs from mainstream economics in that its analytic starting 

point is not the individual, but groups, institutions and society. In economic 

sociology, individuals are always embedded within a social context and the interests 

of individual actors are formed in relations with other people – and this is called the 

social embeddedness. 

A complex division of labour and the expansion of economic interdependence 

accompanied the emergence of industrial capitalism. The division of labour reached 

its logical conclusion in the emergence of Taylorism and its mass production 

partner, Fordism. These had their weaknesses including high start-up costs and a 

relatively rigid production process. Such ‘low-trust’ systems can be contrasted with 

‘high-trust’ systems, where workers operate with greater autonomy and 

cooperation. 

A whole series of techniques and initiatives are described by the term ‘post-

Fordism’ including group production and mass customization. These are 

epitomized by the Quality Circle, a concept alien to Taylorist assumptions that 

workers need to be stripped of opportunities for creative input. Such systems tend 

to be marked by high skill levels and rapid turnover of product designs. 

The general term ‘work’ is defined broadly as tasks requiring mental or physical 

effort. Not all work is paid employment. Other hidden forms of work exist, such as 

self-provisioning, housework and voluntary work. Globally, agriculture remains the 

main source of work in the developing world but accounts for only a tiny proportion 

of paid work in the developed world. 



The separation of home and work contributed to the marginalization of women 

from paid employment, a pattern gradually reversed during the twentieth century. 

Within the economy women remain concentrated in poorly paid routine 

occupations. Either work becomes routinized and recreated as ‘women’s work’, or 

heartlands of female employment slowly have their status eroded over time. Labour-

force participation is higher among childless women, though many more females 

now return to their full-time jobs after childbirth than they did a decade ago. 

Women dominate part-time employment, though their reasons for remaining in 

such jobs remain the source of controversy. 

The most notable change in working life in developed countries has been the 

expansion of female participation in the paid labour market and consequent erosion 

of the male breadwinner model within families. Among men, the trend has been 

away from manual work and latterly also away from routine non-manual labour. 

These trends have levelled off in recent years, with women remaining over-

represented in routine white-collar jobs and men over-represented in skilled manual 

work. Despite women’s advances across the economy, the top posts remain the 

preserve of men. Women in the most recent generation have benefited from the 

legislation passed in the 1970s, but the pay divide remains substantial over a 

lifetime. 

The decline of manufacturing industry as an employer can be explained both by 

competition from the Far East and the increasing rate of technological change. 

Global production systems have also contributed to the movement of industry 

around the world. These processes have led to a steady decline in trade union 

membership since the 1970s. 

Debates on skills in the workplace have tended to become polarized between those, 

like Braverman, who see capitalism as continually deskilling the workforce as new 

machines and technologies replace crafts and creativity; and others, like Blauner, 

who argue that it is not technology per se but the way this is used, that is most 

important. 

The changing occupational structure today has to be viewed in a global perspective, 

as the production and delivery of many services now involve people working 

collectively across several national boundaries. In general, this is the result of firms 

in the developed world moving certain jobs to the developing world, where the work 

can be done more cheaply, thus maintaining or improving profitability. This process 

has been called ‘offshoring’ (sometimes ‘outsourcing’). 

Recent theories have focused on the proposed shift towards a knowledge economy 

in which information production and knowledge (such as research and design) 

underpin innovation and economic growth. In some of the developed countries, 

more than half of business output comes from the knowledge-based industries, 

though the extent to which these remain reliant on manufacturing is still debated. 



Another recent trend is the rise in homeworking which allows employees to perform 

some or all of their responsibilities from home, often via phone and the Internet. 

Many individuals still find themselves either temporarily but repeatedly, or indeed 

totally, excluded from the labour market. Work is still very important in people’s 

lives because it offers money, a level of activity, variety, a temporal structure, social 

contacts, personal identity and esteem. Work retains much of its social significance. 

Unemployment has a long history and has ebbed and flowed throughout the 

twentieth century. There are significant effects for individuals, communities and the 

wider society. These are disproportionately borne by the young and ethnic 

minorities. 

Sennett argues that there is a close relationship between the flexible work patterns 

of the post-Fordist era and the corrosion of character, as loyalty becomes a liability 

rather than an asset. A key task for individuals will be to find ways of forging long-

term life plans in a society that privileges the short-term. 



Chapter 7 Work and the Economy 

Discuss the contention that ‘flexibility’ has become a permanent feature of 

people’s working lives. 

This question is one to approach with caution, given its potentially wide-ranging 

nature. 

There are two main methods of dealing with this. One is a simple true-false 

framework, using the material from the sections on ‘Taylorism and Fordism’ (from 

page 253) and ‘Post-Fordism’ (from page 256). This provides the backdrop, 

describing relatively rigid methods of production (Taylorism and Fordism) and their 

inherent weaknesses, along with their subsequent decline and replacement by post-

Fordist practices. The text examines four elements of these recent practices: the 

flexible production model, teamworking, multi-skilling and other aspects of labour 

flexibility with regard to time and space. You could draw on these as well as the 

Enrico/Rico vignette that closes Chapter 7. It is important to realize that this 

question invites an empirical response and the use of examples and data on 

working patterns is required. 

While this will produce a good essay based on the disputed degree of change in the 

contemporary economy, it is quite unadventurous and could end up being a little 

too general. A second option would be to focus less on whether flexibility is new 

and how it came to be, and more on the idea that flexibility affects groups of 

workers equally. Here the emphasis is on inequalities within flexible labour markets 

today. The advantage is that you have more scope to discuss the issues rather than 

simply run through a familiar narrative. This approach also enables you to broaden 

your range of material and make links to public policy debates. 

For the more confident and ambitious student there are a number of options here. 

You could open up the normative debate about flexibility – what does it mean for 

employers and employees, how does it impact differentially on men and women, 

how are minority ethnic groups affected, and so on. There is some good material on 

wage differentials and the gendered division of labour (pp. 270-3), a useful Classic 

Studies box focusing on the unpaid activities that constitute ‘housework’ (pp. 262-

3) and a related box on the 5 deadly ‘C’s for women in employment (p. 272). There 

is also an interesting angle to be pursued here, drawing out the tensions between 

homemaking and homeworking. 

Though gender is the primary prism through which Chapter 7 views inequality, 

there is also the opportunity to look at material from chapters on class (12) and 

poverty (13) to present a more calibrated picture of ‘the working woman’. You may 

also find some relevant data in Chapter 14 on the global situation for women. 



The overriding concern when tackling this question must be the need to unpack the 

concept of flexibility into its constituent elements so that you can make the most 

telling use of your data. This is a case where defining and explaining the key 

concept should be more than a simple and brief paragraph as the evidence you use 

needs to address the various elements of flexible working. 

 



Chapter 7 – Work and the Economy 
 
Center for the Study of Economy and Society – research centre at Cornell University, USA 
Economic Sociology – site run by Copenhagen-based Brooke Harrington that ‘examines the social underpinnings of 
money and markets’. Search the archives for material 
The International Labour Organization – campaigns for decent work for all. Many useful resources here 
The Work Foundation, UK – Lancaster University-based organization engaged in ‘high quality applied research’ 
Economic Sociology and Political Economy – Facebook page of this group for the latest news, books and articles in 
this field 
European Commission – Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion pages with many helpful resources and statistics 
on work 

 
 

http://www.economyandsociety.org/
http://thesocietypages.org/economicsociology/about
http://thesocietypages.org/economicsociology/about
http://www.ilo.org/
http://www.theworkfoundation.com/
http://www.facebook.com/EconSociology
http://www.facebook.com/EconSociology
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/index_en.html
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/index_en.html


Chapter 8 Social Interaction and Daily Life 

Small, everyday instances of social interaction shape the social world and are the 

way in which we actually ‘live’ and experience large-scale social systems and 

institutions. Much interaction is unfocused: individuals are aware of other people 

but do not directly interact with them.  

Non-verbal communication exchanges information and meaning through looks, 

glances and body language. However, such non-verbal communication differs 

across the world’s cultures. Gender is an example of an identity embodied through 

the different ways in which women and men communicate non-verbally, as 

demonstrated in Young’s famous study, ‘Throwing Like a Girl’. Butler has argued 

that gender identity is performative: it is not based on who we are but on what we 

do. Similarly, Goffman and others show that our selves and identities are inevitably 

‘embodied’.  

Ethnomethodology, developed by Garfinkel, is the study of the everyday ways in 

which people make sense of what others do and say. It emerged as a critique of 

Parsonian structural functionalism and mainstream sociology. 

Interactional vandalism is a technique whereby the relatively powerless can disrupt 

the more powerful by breaking the taken-for-granted rules of social interaction. It is 

closely tied in to inequalities of class, gender and ethnicity. 

Goffman calls periods of focused interaction ‘encounters’. Each encounter requires 

an opening and closing sequence. Using a dramaturgical approach, he divides social 

life into front regions where individuals act out formal roles and back regions where 

people prepare themselves for the role. Roles are the socially defined expectations 

of a person occupying a particular status (or social position).  

Ascribed status is assigned on the basis of a biological factor; achieved status is 

earned through an individual’s own effort.  

Cultures operate with different conceptions of personal space. Generally, intimates 

and friends can stand closer together than actors in a formal setting or strangers.  

Social life is structured by both time and space: some activities take place at 

particular times of the day, week, month or year, and others in particular places. 

Time and space combine when a location has different functions at different times.  

Globalization has brought together people from different cultures, and hence with 

different rules of social interaction, in a number of different ways. Social 

constructivists argue that a shared and relatively stable social reality is the product 

of social interaction. The job of sociology, they say, is to analyse the ways in which 

this shared social reality is produced and maintained.  



In small-scale societies, most social interaction will be face-to-face and between 

people who know each other. In modern societies much social interaction is with 

acquaintances and strangers, but the development of ICT means that social 

interaction is often now carried out at a distance. Online communication has led to 

the emergence of norms and rules governing interactions and exchanges – often 

described as netiquette – and there are now many sources of information on how 

people should behave in their online communications. 

Cyberspace presents the opportunity for people to play with adopting new identities 

and personas. Building trust in cyberspace, in the absence of non-verbal cues or 

pre-existing social networks, has lead to the development of systems such as the 

eBay feedback system. Some have suggested that, rather than seeing online life as a 

wholly new realm of human experience, it may be more accurate to describe it as an 

extension of the real social world. On social networking sites, research has found 

that most people tend to interact mainly with friends, relations and people they 

already know from face-to-face contacts. Despite the spread of new technologies, 

most people still like to meet face-to-face: this is called the ‘compulsion of 

proximity’.  

 



Chapter 8 Social Interaction and Daily Life 

Using Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical model, explore the sociological 

significance of two contrasting social encounters. What does the model leave 

unexplained? 

Your first task here is to explain what is meant by ‘the dramaturgical model’. At its 

simplest, the model suggests that social life is a bit like appearing in a succession 

of plays – we know the parts we are expected to play and social life depends upon 

us all acting out our roles so the performances appear completely natural. The 

model also contains a number of more specific concepts such as encounters, 

markers, roles, impression management and front and back regions (see Classic 

Studies Box 8.1, pp. 309-10). All of these are explained in the chapter and you will 

need to describe them in your own words and show how they fit together into the 

dramaturgical model of social interaction. 

You are also asked to apply this model to two contrasting social encounters and 

show how such micro-level phenomena are sociologically significant, i.e. what’s 

interesting about the micro-level for sociologists?  

‘Contrasting’ is an important word in this question. This usually means you are not 

expected to use similar examples such as going to consult a doctor and going to 

see the dentist. Instead, the question wants to encourage you to apply Goffman’s 

concepts in different types of encounter such as interactions between intimates and 

strangers, in professional roles and personal roles, in private and in public, between 

people of the same and different sexes, in one-to-one and large group settings. Any 

of these dimensions would enable you to assess the model’s applicability in 

different situations. 

But what examples might you choose? You could contrast the art of not interacting 

with strangers in public places described in the ‘Street encounters’ example (pp. 

307-8) with the management of a physically intimate interaction between a patient 

and a doctor (pp. 308-12). You could also draw on the example of the home as a 

back region in contrast to more public front regions. You might also like to think 

about how the dramaturgical model could illuminate examples drawn from other 

chapters in the book. For example, you might consider classroom interactions or 

the sick role. Or you could draw on examples from your own experience: going out 

on a date, going for a job interview, attending a civil or religious ceremony. 

Goffman’s concept should be equally applicable to every aspect of our social 

experiences. 

Having applied the model to your chosen encounters, the final part of the 

question asks you to reflect on the limitations of such micro-level work. What 



aspects of the encounters remain unexplained for example? Can the dramaturgical 

model tell us how doctors came to be held in high regard in society? Does it help us 

to understand why medical examinations can be so fraught with embarrassment? 

How does the model handle the thorny problems of power and domination in social 

relationships? What about social structural inequalities – does it adequately build in 

an explanation of their persistence and influence on social encounters? You should 

consider at least some of these lines of potential criticism in relation to the 

examples you have used. In this way, you will begin to appreciate for yourself and 

demonstrate in the essay some of the limits of the dramaturgical analogy and of 

micro-level interactionism more generally.  

 



Chapter 8 – Social Interaction and Daily Life 
 
Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction – exactly what it says, with journal and resources 
The Everyday Sexism Project – a site dedicated to cataloguing real-world experiences of sexism 
Ethno/CA News – ethnomethodology and conversation analysis on Twitter 
Website with information on the life and work of Erving Goffman 
Howard Becker’s website, which covers his own work and some helpful links too 
Exploring Nonverbal Communication – an introduction to NVC with self-test of reading examples 

 

 

https://sites.google.com/site/sssinteraction
http://everydaysexism.com/
https://twitter.com/EMCA_News
http://people.brandeis.edu/~teuber/goffmanbio.html
http://howardsbecker.com/
http://nonverbal.ucsc.edu/


Chapter 9 The Life Course 

Socialization is the process through which infants become self-aware, 

knowledgeable people. G. H. Mead’s theory explains how young humans develop a 

sense of self. 

A key stage is learning to see yourself as others see you. Mead sees a two-part self 

consisting of the ‘I’ and the ‘Me’. The ‘Me’ is the social sense, able to judge 

behaviour against social expectations. The ‘I’ is the spontaneous part of the self 

which responds to the ‘Me’. Piaget offers a model of cognitive development where 

children move through stages, becoming increasingly able to grasp abstract 

concepts, follow logical processes, spot false reasoning and see the world from 

points of view other than their own. 

The main agent of primary socialization is the family. Secondary socialization takes 

place later and involves schools, peer groups, the media, workplaces and other 

organizations. Gender roles are learned during socialization as the process itself is 

gendered. Adults relate differently to the same child depending on whether they 

believe it to be female or male, with toys and storybooks reproducing gender-

specific identities and behaviour. Children become aware of gender identity well 

before school age and will resist attempts to encourage them to try things they see 

as aimed at the other gender. 

We all grow older biologically, but stages such as childhood, adolescence, 

adulthood and old age are socially constructed and culturally variable. Hence, 

sociologists use the concept of the life course rather than the life cycle, as it allows 

such variable stages to be compared and contrasted across societies. 

Since the early 1990s, the new sociology of childhood has demonstrated that what 

we call childhood is in large measure a social construction which is not universal. 

The experience of childhood and its meaning for society are diverse, both in 

different historical periods and across geographical regions in the same time 

period. The new paradigm also signalled a shift away from functionalist and other 

theories which saw children as merely ‘becoming’ skilled, knowledgeable members 

of society. Instead, children are considered as active participants or ‘beings’ in their 

own right, who interpret and construct their own lives, cultures and relationships. 

Throughout the world, populations are ageing; this is referred to as the ‘greying’ of 

societies. People are having fewer children, particularly in the developed societies, 

and improvements in agriculture, sanitation, epidemic control and medicine have all 

contributed to people living longer. As a result, many common myths about old age 

and older people being inevitably debilitated and facing sedate, uninteresting lives 

are being eroded. Ageing can be seen as a combination of biological, psychological 



and social processes and ‘social age’ consists of the norms and expectations 

culturally associated with particular chronological ages. 

Social gerontology has developed through several phases. The first generation of 

theorists adopted a functionalist approach, which emphasized that it is important 

for older people to disengage from the workplace and public life to enable younger 

people to take on these roles. The ‘second generation’ age stratification theory 

looks at the ways in which social structures, such as retirement policies, shape 

individual lives. For example, there is often a structural lag, as social policies fail to 

keep pace with changes in individuals’ lives. The third generation political economy 

perspective focuses on the role of the state and capitalism in maintaining existing 

power relations and social inequalities of class, gender and ethnicity across the 

ageing process. 

Retirement is a major point of transition marking a change of status and a loss of 

income. Personal or occupational pensions are central to income inequality. Some 

older people may view themselves as quite well-off compared with either earlier 

generations or their own youth. Milne and Harding found two distinct ‘worlds’: the 

early years of retirement with good health, an occupational pension and a spouse 

can be quite comfortable compared with those over the age of 80 who live alone 

with few savings and declining health. Older women are more likely to be poor than 

their male counterparts and older people from ethnic minority groups tend to be 

poorer than their white counterparts. 

Across all the world’s societies, women generally live longer than men. Because of 

this, widowhood is the norm for older women. This numerical predominance of 

women has been described as the ‘feminization of later life’. 

The dependency ratio of young and elderly to the working population has 

increased, leading to fears of a global pensions and welfare crisis. However, 

dependency may not be as straightforward as it seems: older people still contribute 

by financially and emotionally supporting adult children, providing childcare for 

grandchildren, thus enabling their own children to gain employment. Many are also 

active in voluntary organizations. 

Ageism is discrimination against people on the basis of age. Bytheway argues that 

terms like ‘the elderly’ and ‘old age’ are socially constructed categories, which act 

to legitimize the separation and management of people on the basis of 

chronological age by those who have something to gain from the inequalities 

associated with ageism. 

The population of most societies is ageing, although life expectancy is still much 

greater in the developed world than elsewhere. Countries vary widely in how they 

plan to cope with the growing number of older people: China traditionally venerated 

its old but, as a result of the one-child policy, an increase in life expectancy and the 



decline of communist welfare services, one young adult can find him- or herself 

caring for two parents and four grandparents. 

The relatively recent sociological interest in death, dying and bereavement now 

constitutes a specific field of study. Elias argued that in modern societies, death has 

been hidden behind the scenes of life, making it easier to get on with living but 

much harder to relate to people reaching or at the end of life. The loneliness of the 

dying in hospital wards and care homes, he said, was a major if unacknowledged 

issue. 

However, other sociologists have noted counter-trends such as the growth of the 

hospice movement, increasing prominence of debates on the issues of euthanasia, 

assisted suicide and the ‘right to die’, and the individualizing of funeral services for 

relatives, as signs that death and dying are finally moving out of their hidden 

location into a much more open, public discussion. 



Chapter 9 The Life Course 

Using examples, explain why sociologists have developed the concept of the 

life course and what insights this concept has produced into the experience of 

ageing. 

This question appears to ask for a lot of information. However, if we unpack it, a 

basic structure for a two-part answer is embedded within it. The best place to start 

is with the chapter’s key concept – the life course – which is introduced on pages 

343-5. Adopting the life course as a key concept is a recognition by sociologists 

that apparently natural ‘life-cycle’ stages such as childhood, youth, middle age and 

so on, are culturally variable and, indeed, change over time within societies. Good 

answers will note the influence of social constructionism on this conceptual shift, 

briefly explaining this approach (discussed in Chapter 5 and the book’s Glossary).  

More than definitions are required here though. The question also asks for some 

examples to show why sociologists (and social gerontologists) prefer to use the life 

course in their work. The danger here is that you might be tempted to try and cover 

the whole life course, but that would be a mistake. It is better to carefully select a 

few relevant examples from the chapter, which make your points most effectively. 

For example, you could discuss childhood (pp. 345-7) as a culturally and historically 

variable life-course stage, including the work of Ariès and more recently Prout, both 

of which emphasize the social creation of particular conceptions of childhood. 

Youth and teenage (pp. 348-9) would also provide an opportunity to demonstrate 

why a life-course approach provides a better understanding than life cycle. 

Adolescence, middle age and later life could also be discussed as part of the life 

course. 

In the second part of the essay it will be helpful to discuss the idea of ‘ageing’ in a 

sociological way. Ageing is defined (p. 354) as ‘the combination of biological, 

psychological and social processes that affect people as they grow older’. Briefly 

outlining the biological and psychological aspects of ageing would be appropriate 

here, but the central emphasis of the question is on the social. As with other 

phenomena such as sexuality, race and disability, which appear at first sight to be 

biological categories, the case being made here is that the material changes in the 

ageing body are shaped by social conditions (such as diet, working conditions, 

availability of clean water) and also made meaningful by social and cultural 

practices. 

Considered in relation to the life course, studying the experience of ageing can tell 

us important things about societies and you will need to discuss some of these to 

address the final part of the question. For instance, Bytheway’s work on ageism and 

the categorization of people in later life as ‘the old’ or ‘the elderly’ shows how such 



categories operate to legitimate the separation and management of this particular 

social group (pp. 366-7). In addition to the negative stereotypes associated with 

ageism, one of the consequences of our constructions of ‘old age’ is the separation 

of ‘the elderly’ from paid employment. This has enormous implications both for the 

individuals concerned and for policies in the area of employment and pensions (pp. 

363-6). The chapter also discusses the ways in which the experience of ageing is 

always inflected by other social inequalities such as class, ethnicity and gender. The 

key consequence of life-course approaches is that ageing is understood as a social 

rather than a biological category, hence much that appears inevitable or natural in 

the ageing process is in fact socially produced and therefore open to change.  

 



Chapter 9 – The Life Course 
 
Centre for Research on Families, Life course and Generations (FLaG) at the University of Leeds, UK 
World Health Organization – comprehensive international resources on ageing and the life course 
UNICEF – United Nations Children’s Fund; contains many useful resources on children’s experience around the world 
HelpAge International – a campaigning organization and a good source of information on ageing across the world 
Centre for Policy on Ageing (UK) – charity promoting the interests of older people through research and policy 
analysis 
United Nations Programme on Ageing – focal point for the UN on all issues related to ageing 
Centre for Death and Society at the University of Bath, UK – since 2005, an interdisciplinary centre for research into 
death and dying 
British Sociological Association’s (BSA) Study Group on the social aspects of death, dying and bereavement 

 
 

http://flag.leeds.ac.uk/
http://www.who.int/ageing/en
http://www.unicef.org/
http://www.helpage.org/
http://www.cpa.org.uk/
http://www.cpa.org.uk/
http://www.un.org/development/desa/ageing
http://www.bath.ac.uk/cdas
http://www.bath.ac.uk/cdas
http://www.britsoc.co.uk/groups/study-groups/social-aspects-of-death-dying-andbereavement-study-group


Chapter 10 Families and Intimate Relationships 

Many types of family forms have existed in different times and places. The 

developed societies today are characterized by a plurality of different and socially 

acceptable forms, so we should talk of ‘families’ not ‘the family’. The notion that 

marriage should be based on romantic love or sexual attraction is not universal and 

is a phenomenon specific to modern societies. 

Commonly-held images of ‘traditional families’ pre-dating industrialization as large, 

closed and long-lasting are misguided and largely mythical. Recent research 

strongly suggests the nuclear form was more common in the past. Globally, there is 

a general trend towards the breakdown of kinship ties and extended family forms. 

The strict gender division between ‘housewife’ and ‘breadwinner’, aspired to in the 

1950s, masked enormous discontent behind the closed doors of the home. 

Therborn argues that the institution of the family has been characterized by: 

patriarchal power, marriage and non-marriage in regulating sexual behaviour and 

fertility and birth control in shaping demographic trends. 

In most European and Western societies, families tend to be characterized by 

monogamy, marriage and the idea of romantic love; they are also patrilineal and 

neo-local and the nuclear family remains the dominant form, though this may be 

changing. However, there is now much more family diversity than in previous times 

with regard to family organization, cultures, class divisions, life-course and effective 

cohort connections. Family diversity is evident for example, in South Asian families, 

which maintain ideas of family loyalty and strong familial bonds and within African-

Caribbean families, many of which are headed by single women who typically 

receive support from a network of relatives.  

Although women have made major strides towards equality in many areas of social 

life, it remains stubbornly the case that women continue to undertake more 

housework, caring for relatives and provision of emotional labour than men within 

the family. Domestic violence against women and the sexual and physical abuse of 

children, both overwhelmingly committed by men, exist alongside the ideals of 

marriage and the family.  

In many developed countries, divorce rates have been rising significantly for over 

half a century. Some of the reasons for this trend include: legislative changes 

enabling divorce, women’s improved economic position, a decline in the stigma 

attached to divorce, and the desire for personal satisfaction within marriage. 

Divorce ends a marriage but not necessarily a parenting relationship: after 

separation, many parents seek to act responsibly with regard to their children. 

Reconstituted families are created through remarriage or the formation of new 

cohabiting relationships by adults with children.  



Lone-parent families are typically headed by women and can be formed by the death 

of a partner, separation, divorce or by mothers who were never in a cohabiting 

relationship. The ‘absent father’ of the period 1930–70 described a man physically 

and emotionally unavailable to his children, who typically spent his work and leisure 

time outside the home. Today’s absent father is likely to be away from the home as 

the result of separation or divorce and some conservative commentators link this 

trend to problems associated with boys and young men, such as underperformance 

in school. 

Recent family research has looked at other types of kin relations such as those 

between sisters and brothers. Cohabitation has also become more common, though 

this appears to be mainly an experimental stage in advance of marriage.  

Gay and lesbian partnerships in the UK now have the same legal status as 

heterosexual marriage, although progress towards equality is uneven across the 

globe. Free from the gendered expectations of heterosexual relationships, gay and 

lesbian partnerships tend to display greater levels of equality, more conscious 

negotiations of roles, and commitment based on mutual trust and joint 

responsibility for emotional labour. An increasing proportion of households consist 

of only one person. There are several reasons: young singles seeking independence; 

separation or divorce; the death in later life of a partner. Functionalist theorists in 

the 1950s saw the two main functions of the family as primary socialization and the 

stabilization of adult personalities. Functionalists saw the division of labour in the 

family where men performed instrumental roles and women performed emotional 

roles as a good adaptation for modern societies, but overlooked family forms other 

than the nuclear family.  

Feminists criticized early theorists of the family for normalizing women’s 

oppression. They stress that women carry the burden of domestic labour and the 

caring and emotional work in the family, and are oppressed in an unequal power 

relationship.  

Recent theorists argue that intimate relationships are going through big structural 

changes as societies become more individualistic, fluid and loosely tied together. 

Giddens argues that a new relationship ideal – ‘the pure relationship’ – has emerged 

based on equality and negotiation. The relationship will last only for as long as it 

continues to offer personal fulfilment to both partners. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 

argue that the search for love as a source of fulfilment has become heightened 

because the world has become overwhelming, impersonal, abstract and rapidly 

changing. Bauman points to the tensions between seeking personal freedom (which 

implies disposable relationships) and security (which implies long-lasting 

relationships), arguing that a form of ‘liquid love’ has emerged in intimate 

relationships.  



Smart argues that such individualistic theories exaggerate the extent of family 

fragmentation and relationship commitment, and underplay the extent of 

connectedness in people’s personal lives. Such connectedness is still evident in 

generationally transmitted collective memories and social structures, within which 

families are embedded. 

Debates on family values and the family in crisis have been polarized, but it is very 

unlikely that we could ever return to the families of the past. We will need to find 

ways of reconciling our individual freedoms with the need for stable relationships.  

 



Chapter 10 Families and Intimate Relationships 

What are the most significant social changes that have eroded the dominance 

of the traditional nuclear family? 

Throughout Chapter 10 the diversity of family forms is emphasized and the point 

made that most sociologists prefer to use the term ‘families’ to capture this 

diversity. This question makes the assumption that the concept of a singular family 

– the family – previously taken to be the nuclear type, is less relevant amidst this 

growing diversity of family forms.  

This chapter contains many examples of different forms that fall within the 

definition of ‘family’ – single-parent families, extended families (often associated 

now with some minority ethnic groups) and reconstituted families where children 

are raised across two households. There are also households which do not fit the 

definition but would still see themselves as families. For example many families 

exist outside marriage through heterosexual, gay and lesbian cohabitation or civil 

partnership. The children raised within these households may not be biologically 

related to one or both of the adults in the household. There are also increasing 

numbers of households that contain childless individuals and couples. The chapter 

does, then, contain ample evidence of the diversity of forms, which families and 

households can take and your first task in this essay is to describe this variation. 

Rehearsing this evidence establishes the proposition that the dominance of the 

nuclear family has been significantly challenged, thus setting the scene for your 

explanation in terms of social changes.  

Which social changes you consider most significant is a decision that should be 

made on the basis of your assessment of the empirical evidence described in the 

chapter, but there are two ways of going about this. One is to select only what you 

see as the three most significant factors and explain how these have eroded the 

dominance of the nuclear family. For example, one important factor is the long-term 

change in gender relations, particularly the decline in patriarchal power within 

families (p. 421). The broad movement towards greater equality for women has 

profoundly transformed the institution of marriage, changed attitudes towards 

women in formal work outside the home, and brought about new arrangements for 

the care of children. A second factor is increasing migration flows across cultures 

and the creation of multicultural societies in which the nuclear family is but one 

type (pp. 395-8). You might focus on the different family forms associated with 

South Asian and/or African-Caribbean families in order to illustrate the argument 

here. A third factor might be the increasing popularity of alternatives to marriage 

and traditional family life, evidenced in lone-parent families, cohabitation, gay and 

lesbian relationships and civil partnerships, as well as people choosing to live as 



singles. In this way, the question is addressed in a very literal and structured way 

which should work well. 

However, if you are feeling a little more ambitious, you could structure the 

argument thematically according to Rapoport et al’s five types of diversity: 

organizational, cultural, class, life-course and cohort (p. 395). This would be more 

challenging but would provide a broader analysis of the ways on which families are 

now patterned across these five basic dimensions. Remember though, that you 

must always answer the question set, which, in this case, means arriving at an 

assessment of which changes in which domains of diversity have had the most 

impact on family life. 

 



Chapter 10 – Families and Intimate Relationships 
 
The Morgan Centre for Research into Everyday Lives is named after David Morgan. It was founded in 2005 at the 
University of Manchester, UK 
Centre for Research on Families and Relationships (CRFR) is a research centre founded in 2001, based at the 
University of Edinburgh, UK 
The Centre for Family Research at Cambridge University – a multidisciplinary centre which carries out research on 
children, parenting and families 
The Clearinghouse on International Developments in Child, Youth and Family Policies is based at Columbia 
University, New York; it provides cross-national information on family policies in the industrialized societies 

 
 

http://www.socialsciences.manchester.ac.uk/morgan-centre
http://www.socialsciences.manchester.ac.uk/morgan-centre
http://www.crfr.ac.uk/
http://www.crfr.ac.uk/
http://www.cfr.cam.ac.uk/
http://www.cfr.cam.ac.uk/
http://www.childpolicyintl.org/
http://www.childpolicyintl.org/


Chapter 11 Health, Illness and Disability 

In modern societies, bodies are increasingly something we ‘create’ rather than 

accept as given. Interventions such as dieting and exercise are examples of social 

technologies of the body. The rise of eating disorders illustrates the socialization of 

nature: things that used to be seen as ‘natural’ now depend upon social decisions.  

Modern medicine has cured many of the diseases which plagued traditional 

societies, but many people suffering from the diseases of modernity – such as 

stress, depression and chronic pain – turn to alternative medicine or use 

complementary therapies in managing to live with them. 

For the last two centuries, dominant Western ideas about health have been shaped 

by the biomedical model, which has three key principles: disease is a breakdown in 

the normal functioning of the body; the mind and body can be treated separately; 

trained medical specialists are considered to be the only experts. 

Sociologists stress that disease is a social construction: this can be seen in the way 

aches, pains and emotions become medicalized as ‘symptoms’. The growth in 

diagnoses of Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder, and its drug treatment Ritalin, 

illustrate how social conditions can cause behaviours, which then become 

medicalized.  

Illich argues that much illness is iatrogenic: medical interventions cause as many 

physical problems as they cure; medicine invades more and more areas of human 

experience; the ability to cope with life is reduced as people seek a medical fix for 

their problems. The biomedical model gives enormous power to doctors and can be 

used to further political aims such as eugenics. 

Both functionalism and symbolic interactionism have contributed understandings of 

the experience of illness. 

Parsons’s functionalist approach outlined the sick role, which has three elements: 

the sick person is not responsible for being sick; the sick person is entitled to 

withdraw from normal activities; the sick person must work to get well by agreeing 

to become ‘the patient’ and consulting a medical professional.  

Symbolic interactionists study how individuals who are ill or disabled negotiate their 

daily lives, social interactions and sense of self and identity. Corbin and Strauss 

identify that this involves three areas of ‘work’: illness work, everyday work and 

biographical work. People in industrialized societies are now living longer, but as a 

result develop more chronic illnesses, and a growing number of people are faced 

with the prospect of living with illness over a long period of time. Sociologists have 



studied how illness in such cases becomes incorporated into an individual’s 

personal biography as ‘lived experience’. 

The study of the distribution and incidence of disease is called epidemiology. The 

emergence of HIV/AIDS in the 1980s shows that the success of biomedicine is not 

absolute. Globally, more than 36 million people have died as a result of AIDS and 

over 35 million live with HIV, with southern Africa being the worst hit area. 

There is a strong social class correlation with health and illness. Materialist or 

environmental explanations locate the cause of health inequalities in the broader 

social inequalities of wealth, whilst cultural and behavioural explanations look to 

individual lifestyle decisions as the cause. 

Women live longer than men, but are more likely to seek medical attention and have 

higher levels of self-reported illness. Working-class women encounter life crises 

more than other groups and have less developed support networks and coping 

strategies. 

Health is ethnically patterned, but there is no clear agreement on the relative 

importance of biological factors, the impact of class-related factors (ethnic minority 

groups are concentrated in lower socio-economic groups) and the effects of 

institutional racism within health services. A controversial theory suggests that the 

health of a society is not shaped primarily by its wealth, but by its social cohesion: 

the strength of social contacts and ties.  

Disability studies contrasts two approaches to understanding disability. In the 

individual model, the ‘sufferer’ has ‘problems’ that result from their bodily 

‘abnormality’ and this is their ‘personal tragedy’; in the social model, the social 

world is organized in such a way that it discriminates and disadvantages people on 

the basis of physical and mental impairments: society disables some individuals. 

Medical sociologists dislike the impairment/disability distinction because, they 

argue, ‘impairment’ is as much a socially structured category as ‘disability’.  

In the UK, the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) defined a disabled person as 

‘anyone with a physical or mental impairment, which has a substantial and long-

term adverse effect upon their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities’. Most 

disabled people are not born with an impairment: in the UK only around 17 per cent 

of disabled people were born with impairments. Globally, disability often arises 

from the non-treatment of injuries and infections, work-related injuries and poor 

nutrition. The 2006 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities aims 

to contribute towards a global paradigm shift in attitudes towards disabled people. 



Chapter 11 Health, Illness and Disability 

‘Critiques of the biomedical model of health fail to offer any satisfactory 

alternative to scientific medicine.’ How far do you agree with this view? 

This question falls into three distinct parts. Your first task is to explain exactly what 

the biomedical model of health is. The second is to discuss some of the critiques of 

the biomedical model. Thirdly you will discuss the alternatives on offer and whether 

any of these can be considered ‘satisfactory’.  

A good place to start is with Table 11.1 on p. 441, which summarizes the main 

assumptions of the biomedical model: disease is a breakdown of the body caused 

by specific biological agents; the patient’s sick body should be treated separately 

from their mind; medical specialists have expert, science-based knowledge which is 

superior to other types; treatment is best carried out in specialized medical settings 

such as hospitals. From here, a little more detail can be had from pp. 436-9 

including a sketch of the origins and rise to dominance of this scientific model. At 

this point the essay could move on to the second part. However, it would be useful 

for your overall evaluation later on if you briefly charted some of the major 

successes claimed by biomedicine in order to flesh out the picture.  

Having set the scene, you can move on to describe and explain some important 

critiques of biomedicine. This requires your judgement on which of the many 

critiques in the chapter are most pertinent. McKeown’s historically informed critique 

suggests that basic improvements in sanitation, food supplies and public hygiene 

have been more influential than biomedicine in producing better public health, in 

spite of the widespread assumption that medical advances have been more effective 

(p. 439). Illich’s radical position sees medicine not just as less effective than its 

advocates propose but also as positively harmful (p. 439). Using the concept of 

iatrogenesis (physician-created illness), Illich argues that medical treatments fail to 

bring about cures and also cause more illness via ‘side effects’ (clinical 

iatrogenesis). As medical treatments expand an artificial demand is created for 

them (social iatrogenesis), which results in people becoming increasingly dependent 

on medics for conditions they feel powerless to deal with themselves (cultural 

iatrogenesis). The chapter also includes alternative and complementary therapies, 

many of which operate on principles of illness and health far removed from 

scientific biomedicine (pp. 440-1). Drawing on one or two of these would make for 

an effective alternative understanding of health and illness. You might also consider 

the development of the social model of disability, which shows how the 

individualistic medical model is linked to discriminatory practices and attitudes 

towards disabled people (pp. 463-6).  



In a short essay you cannot cover all of the different critiques, so you will have to 

choose two or three that you think pose particular challenges and, perhaps, also 

offer their own alternative models. 

In the final part you will provide an evaluation of biomedicine and its 

alternatives. Do the critiques merely attack biomedicine without offering concrete 

alternatives? Or do they offer genuine alternatives that have long been dominated 

by the medical profession’s power and superior organization? To broaden the 

conclusion out, you might include evidence from elsewhere in the chapter and the 

book. For example, what might we learn about the effectiveness of biomedicine 

from HIV/AIDS and its treatment (pp. 447-51)? How has biomedicine worked in the 

developing countries (Chapter 14 contains relevant material)? Higher grades can 

usually be achieved by demonstrating the ability to link bodies of evidence in 

different contexts and to think outside of the confines of a specific sub-field.  

 



Chapter 11 – Health, Illness and Disability 
 
European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies – monitors and studies healthcare systems in Europe 
The World Health Organization – exactly what it says: a good source of data on health and illness across the world 
UNAIDS – United Nations AIDS programme with lots of resources and statistics 
Innovative Health Technologies – a research programme at the University of York, UK. See ‘Projects by Theme’ 
The Wellcome Library, UK – resources on the history of medicine and its role in society 
The Disability Archive at the University of Leeds, UK – a large resource of material covering all aspects of disability 
The European Disability Forum – a non-governmental organization that is run by disabled people promoting equal 
rights in the EU 
The UK’s Equality and Human Rights Commission – web resources that contain much information and a useful set of 
publications 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities – site of the UN Convention with the latest 
news on signatories, but also resources on disability across the world 
 

 
 

http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/partners/observatory
http://www.who.int/en
http://www.unaids.org/en
http://www.york.ac.uk/res/iht/introduction.htm
http://wellcomelibrary.org/
http://disability-studies.leeds.ac.uk/library
http://www.edf-feph.org/
http://www.edf-feph.org/
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/
http://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
http://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html


Chapter 12 Stratification and Social Class 

Stratification is a geological metaphor to describe structures of social 

inequality. There are four basic types of stratification: slavery, caste, estates 

and class. 

Slavery is marked by the existence of ownership of individuals, though the exact 

laws regulating it have varied considerably. The caste system is logically tied to the 

Hindu belief in reincarnation, the caste system representing a ladder, down which 

one may slip into the next life if not virtuous in this one. Estates have existed from 

traditional states through to the end of feudalism. In Europe, the three estates were 

the nobility, the clergy and the commoners. A class is defined as a large-scale 

grouping of people who share common economic resources that in turn influence 

their lifestyle. 

Class stands apart from these other systems of stratification. Four main distinctions 

can be drawn: 

 Classes are not dependent on legal or religious decrees and are thus (formally 

at least) more fluid. 

 Class is in part achieved rather than ascribed. Some mobility between 

groupings can and does occur. 

 Classes are dependent on economic differentials between groups, usually 

either ownership of or access to material resources. 

 Class systems are more impersonal than other forms of stratification 

Crucial to Marxian class theory is the notion of exploitation. In feudal societies this 

often involved the expropriation of produce from peasant to landlord. In modern 

societies, Marx argued, the expropriation is less visible but still exists in the form of 

surplus value or, as capitalists call it, profit. One side’s surplus value is the other’s 

necessary profit margin. 

Weber’s preferred emphasis is on a complex multi-dimensional system of 

stratification rather than one that is polarized. In particular, he differs on two 

points: 

 Objective economic conditions involve access not just to the means of 

production, but also to resources like paper credentials or craft skills that 

bestow a degree of market power. 

 Class is supplemented by the concepts of status and party. 

Weber’s idea of status is akin to honour or prestige. He points out that in traditional 

societies this was earned face to face, but as social organization became 

increasingly complex people used markers – that is to say, their styles of life – to 



express their status. Crucially, Weber sees this as being able to exist independently 

of class. In addition to status, Weber uses the term ‘party’ to refer to affiliations 

that crosscut economic class, key examples being nationalism and religion. 

Erik Olin Wright identifies three types of economic resources over which one can 

exercise control: investments of money capital, physical means of production and 

labour power. Capitalists control all three, the working classes none, but 

intermediate groups may control one or more of these. They are in contradictory 

class locations. 

In the latter half of the twentieth century, sociological studies of inequality shifted 

away from an almost exclusive focus on social class to explore other inequalities of 

gender, ethnicity, sexuality and disability. One influential attempt to connect 

different forms of inequality has been via the concept of intersectionality – the 

complex interweaving of diverse social inequalities which shapes individual lives 

and complicates the earlier, comparatively simple class analysis. 

Class has to be operationalized, so it needs to be measured and this is usually 

achieved through studies of occupations. A distinction can be made between 

descriptive and (more theoretical) relational class schemes. Goldthorpe’s recent 

work on class and social mobility is an example of the latter. Areas that remain 

inaccessible to this form of measurement are economic inactivity (such as students) 

and the ownership of property and wealth (as in elite groups). 

The upper class is shrinking to the point of becoming invisible, whilst still 

maintaining power and influence. The middle classes are now highly complex and 

heterogeneous. Within the working class there is a rising level of consumerism, 

leading to what some call embourgeoisement. 

Many sociologists are interested in the differences in consumption between social 

groups. For instance, Bourdieu’s work explores the relationship between social class 

and lifestyles using the concepts of economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital. 

His scheme takes class analysis out of a narrow concern with work and economics 

into areas such as culture and consumption patterns. 

Gender causes significant difficulties for class analysis. The conventional position, 

which allotted married or cohabiting women to the class of their husband, can be 

critiqued in four ways: 

 In dual earner households women’s income can be essential for maintaining 

the economic position of the household. 

 A wife’s occupation may ‘set the standard’ of the family’s status, e.g. a female 

shopkeeper who earns less than a male semi-skilled worker. 

 In ‘cross-class’ households it may be more realistic to put partners in separate 

categories. 



 There are an increasing number of households with women as the sole 

breadwinner. Social mobility is possible in either direction and can be short or 

long range. Much upward mobility can be explained by the increased 

availability of places in the top classes. Access to top positions remains 

limited by shortage of supply and the inherited advantage of existing elites. 

Class still has a key role in analyses of economic inequality, not least because of its 

continuing correlation with a whole range of different dimensions of inequality. 

 



Chapter 12 Stratification and Social Class 

It has been suggested that class is ‘sociology’s only independent variable’. 

Explain and evaluate this claim. 

A good approach to this question would be to clarify what the question is asking. 

You can return to Chapter 2 to make the distinction between independent and 

dependent variables before moving on to a discussion of the use of social class as a 

central sociological concept. This might act as a useful route into discussing the 

continuing salience of class.  

Class analysis is of course a cottage industry in its own right and you need to avoid 

getting bogged down in too much description of the various surveys or the 

technical details of various schema. You will, however, want to examine the 

theoretical and empirical debates about whether or not class persists. Pakulski and 

Waters’s argument about the ‘death of class’ was a very bold claim which has 

proved difficult to sustain (see pp. 495-6). However, their critique may be able to 

generate a number of more limited claims, and this is where the discussion of 

variables comes into its own. 

When we talk about the ‘importance’, ‘strength’ or ‘salience’ of class, we are 

essentially concerned with our capacity to predict or explain people’s 

characteristics, behaviour or attitudes on the basis of their social class position. 

Various critiques of class analysis exist and it might be useful to rehearse a few to 

show that you understand what is at stake in these debates. A major issue is the 

problem of gender and (perhaps to a lesser extent in a European context) ethnicity. 

This is both a technical and empirical argument. Pages 507-10 deal with the role of 

working women in households and the impact this has upon attempts to identify 

their class positions.  

Pages 505-7 address the importance of another variable, that of ‘lifestyle’. This is a 

tricky area, so you will need to tread carefully. There are two distinct arguments 

going on here. One concerns ‘lifestyle’ as an ‘outcome variable’ and claims that 

class is unable straightforwardly to predict lifestyle choices. This is the ‘blurring’ 

argument, which points to the increasing similarities in the way we dress and speak, 

and the goods and services we purchase. It has some connection to the 

‘embourgeoisement’ thesis (pp. 501-2) and is empirically sound, up to a point. 

However, there is a second and bolder argument, occasionally reproduced in 

newspapers and magazines, namely that ‘lifestyle’ is now as important or more so 

in determining ‘who one is’. This is an argument about identity and people’s sense 

of self and it is valid within bounds, but it does need to be separated from other 

strands of the debate.  



One way of giving the essay a more empirical feel is to use a specific case study to 

show ways in which class can be helpful in predicting or explaining outcomes, and 

also its limitations. Two possibilities are available. Social mobility is in some ways 

the archetypal example, using class position during childhood as the origin, to 

predict class position during mature adulthood as the destination. Another option 

would be to draw on material on voting behaviour from Chapter 21 in order to write 

about the ways in which political expression is still shaped by social class alongside 

other factors such as gender and age. 

 



Chapter 12 – Stratification and Social Class 
 
Social Inequality and Classes – many useful links from Sociosite at the University of Amsterdam 
The Great British Class Survey – results from this survey as well as readers’ comments on them 
Social Mobility Foundation – a UK charity promoting social mobility for young people from low-income backgrounds 
Explorations in Social Inequality – lots of resources, mainly American, based at Trinity University, San Antonio, USA 
Marxists Internet Archive – exactly what it says: all things Marx and Marxism 
BBC Working Class Collection – visual and audio materials on the history of British working-class life 

 
 

http://www.sociosite.net/topics/inequality.php#class
http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/0/21970879
http://www.socialmobility.org.uk/
http://www.trinity.edu/mkearl/strat.html
http://www.marxists.org/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/working


Chapter 13 Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare 

Jennie’s experience and living standard opens the chapter as an individual example 

of the multiple deprivations suffered by those at or near the poverty line. 

Absolute poverty refers to the absence of a subsistence level of income and is 

therefore, in theory, universally applicable. In practice, absolute poverty applies to 

sections of the populations in many developing countries. Relative poverty, on the 

other hand, is contingent upon the overall standard of living enjoyed by the 

majority in a society and is usually applied to some areas of the developed 

societies. Both measures present technical problems for researchers.  

Paul Collier’s notion of ‘the bottom billion’ argues that the focus of aid should now 

be on the poorest developing countries that have not made solid economic progress 

over recent decades. This would cover some sixty or so countries with a combined 

population of about 1 billion people. However, other research calls into question 

this conventional view that a majority of those living in absolute poverty are in the 

very poorest countries: some 72 per cent of the 1.33 billion people living on less 

than US$1.25 a day are actually in middle-income countries (Sumner 2010). 

The ‘poverty line’ is a common device employed to benchmark absolute levels 

though it struggles to accommodate regional and national variations. The relative 

poverty measure is compromised by its perpetual upward drift as average living 

standards rise. In the UK there is no officially sanctioned ‘poverty line’, so 

researchers have used the benefits system to establish which groups are in poverty 

or on the margins of poverty.  

Townsend’s studies, the Breadline Britain surveys and the Millennium Survey of 

Poverty and Social Exclusion used subjective perceptions of deprivation in order to 

explore the experience of poverty. One widely used definition of poverty in Europe 

is households below 60% of median national income, which allows comparisons to 

be made across both countries and time. 

Current levels of polarization are blamed on government policies, changes in the 

occupational structure and the ‘work rich/work poor’ dichotomy caused by male 

unemployment and greater female labour force participation.  

The unemployed, part-time workers, children, older people, the sick and those from 

ethnic minorities are all much more likely to find themselves in poverty than the 

rest of the population. 

Two main paradigms exist for explaining poverty: ‘blame the victim’ and ‘blame the 

system’. The first has a long history from the culture of poverty thesis of the 1960s 

right through to Murray’s work on the welfare state and its supposed ‘dependency 



culture’. The competing explanation lays much more stress on misfortune, the 

accident of being the wrong people in the wrong place during the wrong economic 

circumstances. Statistics from the BHPS are used to show the ‘life-cycle of poverty’ 

and the degree to which there is mobility in and out of income groups within the 

population. 

The idea of the underclass, a whole segment of the population living semi-

permanently on the margins of society, goes back to Marx’s notion of a 

lumpenproletariat, but has its recent significance in the work of Wilson and Murray. 

Both agree that racial discrimination is not directly to blame; Murray, however, 

recycles the culture of poverty thesis, while Wilson examines the economic 

mechanisms constraining the ghetto poor. 

European cities also have racially concentrated neighbourhoods where poverty is 

high – Turks in Germany, Algerians in France, Albanians in Italy – and immigration 

becomes part of the policy equation. Research in the UK shows the persistence of 

working-class values among those even in long-term unemployment. 

The concept of social exclusion looks at how people get into the states they are in 

and it implicates others in that process. Three more specific forms of social 

exclusion are residential segregation, the problems of youth transitions and spatial 

isolation in the countryside. Weak versions of social exclusion focus on how 

excluded groups can be included within society; strong versions also look at the 

processes through which powerful groups can exercise the capacity to exclude 

others. Social exclusion is generally seen as a broader concept than poverty, though 

the latter remains necessary for a full understanding of inequality and 

disadvantage.  

Homelessness can be viewed as an extreme form of social exclusion. Some of the 

homeless in Britain are former mental patients cut adrift by deinstitutionalization. 

Others suffer from multiple traumatic life-events that quickly result in their ending 

on the streets. Welfare states vary between countries. The universal benefits of 

Sweden can be contrasted with the means-tested benefits more common in the UK.  

The welfare state was created amidst very specific assumptions about the shape of 

the future: full employment defined as paid male labour; using welfare to promote 

national solidarity; and state provision as a form of insurance against lifetime 

uncertainties. These conditions began to break down during the 1970s, and during 

the 1980s there were all-out attempts on both sides of the Atlantic to roll back the 

boundaries of welfare. These attempts largely failed, a key explanation being that 

welfare had become so embedded in social life that ‘rolling back’ the welfare state 

was far from the mirror-opposite of welfare expansion. For governments of all 

political hues, however, some type of reform remains on the agenda. Recession in 

the UK following the global financial crisis has led to the government prioritizing 

debt reduction, in part by fundamentally reforming public services and state welfare 



provision. The need to cut government spending rapidly gave extra impetus to the 

Welfare Reform Bill, concentrating on ‘making work pay’ and tackling welfare 

dependency. The former Conservative prime minister David Cameron’s ‘big idea’ of 

the ‘Big Society’ appeared to push ideas of the individual citizen’s responsibilities 

even further, shifting the focus away from state support and state provision, asking 

communities, voluntary groups, businesses and charities to become involved in 

providing public services.  

 



Chapter 13 Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare 

‘Absolute and relative poverty are unrelated and quite different phenomena.’ 

Discuss this statement with reference to the developed and developing 

countries. 

This question takes us to the heart of this chapter. It asks you to consider the notion 

that conditions of relative poverty bear little if any relationship to conditions of 

absolute poverty. What the question suggests is that any general discussion of 

‘poverty’ is misguided, given the very different social contexts around the world.  

So how should you approach the question? Two options are possible. Note that 

you are not asked to agree or disagree with the statement and you could take this 

at face value, presenting a balanced discussion which does not arrive at a firm 

conclusion one way or the other. The second option is to argue against the 

proposition and use examples to demonstrate that absolute and relative poverty 

are, in fact, closely related. The ‘debate’ style – where a series of competing claims 

are weighed up using supporting evidence – is good training for a social science 

student. It allows more confident students to explore the ways that the central 

concept is contested, and to make important points about measurement and the 

comparability of poverty statistics. Whichever option you choose, your answer will 

need to cover some essentially similar ground.  

You will need to define and discuss absolute and relative poverty and to do so 

using examples from a range of countries. Definitions of poverty can be found on 

pages 525-33 and it is worth noting that definitions are always tied in with attempts 

to measure the extent of poverty. Absolute poverty has long been associated with 

ideas of subsistence and ‘basic human needs’ and you will need to explore what 

such ‘needs’ might be. Are they universal, as they ought to be if they are ‘human’ 

needs? How do we measure whether basic needs are being met and are such 

measures legitimate? One popular measure, those living on less than US$1.25 per 

day (p. 575), has become widely adopted in global comparisons, though not 

everyone agrees. Better essays will draw on some of the material in Chapter 14 on 

global inequality, which fits in well here.  

An issue to be discussed is whether absolute poverty still exists in the relatively rich 

societies where the material standard of life is so much higher, or is it limited today 

to developing countries? Does the chapter contain any evidence that absolute 

poverty persists in the developed countries? How widespread is absolute poverty 

across the developing countries? Addressing these questions will make for a more 

satisfactory answer.  



The concept of relative poverty is now common currency in the developed world. 

Relative poverty compares the living conditions of social groups to the average for 

that society, though various ways of doing this have been tried and you should 

discuss some of them. For example, Townsend saw poverty as deprivation and this 

kind of approach led to the idea of a ‘poverty line’ (p. 526) based on the amount of 

income needed to lead the average lifestyle. As societies develop, the poverty line 

shifts accordingly and what constitutes relative poverty moves further away from 

the absolute poverty in poorer societies. Mack and Lansley (and Gordon) used a 

more subjective measure, asking people what they thought were the necessities for 

an acceptable standard of life (pp. 527-33). You could usefully compare some of 

these ‘necessities’ with those measures of subsistence adopted in definitions of 

absolute poverty in order to address the statement in the question. 

 



Chapter 13 – Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare 
 
Eurostat on Poverty and Social Exclusion – contains statistical data on poverty and social exclusion across the EU 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation – UK organization funding research aimed at understanding and eradicating poverty 
and social exclusion 
The Townsend Centre for International Poverty Research, based at Bristol University, UK – some very useful 
resources on poverty and social exclusion here 
The Child Poverty Action Group, UK – a respected campaigning group; this site has lots of information and 
publications on child poverty 
The Governance and Social Development Resource Centre – established by the UK Department for International 
Development (DfID) in 2005; covers all aspects of social exclusion 
OECD site on Social and Welfare Issues – covers poverty reduction plans and OECD targets 
The World Bank’s Poverty Reduction and Equity site – lots of reading lists, information and more 

 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion
http://www.jrf.org.uk/
http://www.jrf.org.uk/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/poverty
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/poverty
http://www.cpag.org.uk/
http://www.cpag.org.uk/
http://www.gsdrc.org/topic-guides/social-exclusion
http://www.gsdrc.org/topic-guides/social-exclusion
http://www.oecd.org/dac/povertyreduction.htm
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty


Chapter 14 Global Inequality 

Globally, there are now many more billionaires than there were just 30 years ago. 

There are also many millions of people earning far less than what people in the 

developed world consider a minimum wage. Some very similar social processes that 

bring about inequality within nations also operate at the global level across nations 

and this chapter explores inequality on a global scale. 

Global economic inequality is defined as the systematic inequalities that exist 

between countries, allowing for the simultaneous existence of inequalities within 

countries. 

There are many measures of a country’s wealth, including Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) and Gross National Income (GNI). The measures used to gauge national 

wealth heavily influence the conclusions we reach on inequalities. The World Bank 

uses a typology of high-income, middle-income and low-income countries. 

The whole debate about inequality is an ongoing one: there are those who see 

globalization as ‘the great leveller’, while others see globalization as exacerbating 

existing patterns of inequality. Huge disparities still persist in terms of health, 

hunger and education. The scientific study of human populations is called 

demography. The world population passed seven billion in 2011. The near zero or 

negative growth rates of the advanced nations contrast with the high net rates and 

distorted population pyramids of many of the less developed societies. 

Malthus famously pointed out the unequal relationship between population growth 

and food production, forecasting large-scale hunger and famine in the future. 

Although there have been famines and undernourishment remains a serious issue 

in the developing countries, his doom-laden forecast has not materialized. However, 

by the late twentieth century it seemed that Malthus’s ideas, in modified form, 

might again have relevance as the global population continues to rise. 

The demographic transition consists of three stages, from high birth-high death 

regimes to low birth-low death regimes and characterizes many developed societies. 

A possible fourth stage – the post-industrial stage – is also theorized. 

The newly industrializing countries (NICs) have achieved much economic success 

over recent years. Reasons for this include: the positive aspects of the colonial 

legacy; world economic growth between 1950s and 1970s; American aid during the 

Cold War; the values of post-Confucianism; strongly interventionist policies on the 

part of indigenous governments. Market-oriented theories of development favour 

the pursuit of unfettered capitalism, a perspective exemplified by Rostow’s 

argument that underdeveloped societies need to embrace a market approach. The 

most famous version of modernization theory is Rostow’s ‘stages of economic 



growth’ model: traditional stage, ‘take-off’, technological maturity and high mass 

consumption. 

From the 1960s this perspective was challenged, first by Marxist dependency theory 

with its emphasis on the effects of colonialism and later by Wallerstein’s world-

systems theory. The world-systems model sees core, semi-peripheral and peripheral 

countries, though these categories are not fixed and individual countries can move 

from one to another. State-centred theories of development argue that nations are 

not simply at the mercy of transnational forces and global markets, but the 

intervention of nation-states can shape and even generate positive economic 

development. East Asian economies are held as an example of state-led 

development. 

In the early 1990s, the dominant concept of ‘development’ came under severe 

criticism from scholars and activists, many of them working in developing 

countries, marking the start of a new era of post-development which bears some 

similarity to ideas of post- industrialism and postmodernism. The discourse of 

development is seen by post-development theorists as a central element in 

maintaining the power of the minority world over the global majority. 

At the start of the twenty- first century the human world remains a grossly unequal 

one, where place of birth is perhaps the largest influence on an individual’s life 

chances. But the chapter is also clear that there are some very positive examples of 

economic development in some of the poorest countries and regions of the world. 

Real and significant global progress has been made in health, education and life 

expectancy over just the last half century. 

 



Chapter 14 Global Inequality 

Which of these theories offers the most convincing explanation of global 

inequalities: modernization theory, dependency theory, world-systems theory? 

On the face of it, this question asks for a straightforward comparison of some 

competing theories in the sociology of development. A standard answer would 

therefore achieve a fairly average grade, so it is worth thinking through what is at 

stake in these theories and how you might go beyond a simple response. 

At the outset it is useful to describe the scale of global inequalities to set the 

answer on a solid empirical foundation. Global inequalities are multidimensional 

and each dimension may have quite specific causes. Figure 14.4 on page 577 sets 

out some dimensions on which you could structure this section using relevant data 

from across the chapter. It is important to create a clear picture of global 

inequalities and perhaps some idea of whether they are worsening or improving.  

Following this section, the main theories of development start on page 598 and 

there are in fact more than these three, which offers the opportunity to branch out 

from the question once you have established the three theories in question.  

Modernization theory stands or falls by Rostow’s model of the ‘stages of growth’ 

and his argument that cultural values were responsible for holding some countries 

back. There is a link from the modernization theory of the 1960s to the 

neoliberalism that has become the dominant economic view today and it is 

worthwhile looking for such lines of continuity in all of the theories to illustrate 

their persistence over time. 

Dependency theory has an interesting lineage, originating in Latin America and 

Africa, locations at the wrong end of modernization theory, as it were. This gives 

the theory an oppositional feel that demonstrates the close relationship between 

real world activity and sociology. Dependency theory is often assumed to be Marxist 

due to its emphasis on exploitation within the structure of global capitalism. Yet 

Rostow’s stages of growth model with its idea of a ‘take-off’ to growth carries 

strong echoes of Marx’s material conception of history. 

As global interconnectedness has grown, so has the currency of Wallerstein’s 

world-systems theory, a perspective that sees not just a collection of independent 

countries engaged in diplomacy and trade, but a coherent world-system divided into 

a core and a periphery with semi-peripheral counties sandwiched in-between. The 

temptation to see this theory as ‘proto-globalization’ theory is very strong and 

could be briefly pursued (maybe with reference back to Chapter 4). 



For a more ambitious and complete answer, it would be worthwhile focusing on 

missing perspectives – state-centred theories and post-development critiques 

(pp. 603-5). Given the success of the NICs of East Asia that buck the trend of under-

development, it would be interesting to examine their experience and to assess the 

extent to which they either can be accommodated within the established theories of 

development or confound them – as well as what new post-development critiques 

have to say about the whole discourse of ‘development’ itself. Of course, the 

question does explicitly ask for your own assessment and you will have to reach a 

conclusion, even if this is somewhat tentative at this point in your studies. 

 



Chapter 14 – Global Inequality 
 
Inequality.org – based at the Institute for Policy Studies, Washington, USA. The site tracks inequality and is full of 
useful resources 
The UC Atlas of Global Inequality – based at the University of California, this has some good visual sources and lots 
more 
Forbes magazine – everything you always wanted to know about the super-rich, including who they are and how 
much they own. It’s a lot 
The International Monetary Fund – the official IMF site 
The World Bank – search the site for the latest World Development Report 
Global Call to Action Against Poverty – a global coalition of groups campaigning on issues of poverty and inequality 
United Nations Development Programme – much information on inequality, home to the HDI reports and the 
Millennium Development Goals 

 
 

http://inequality.org/global-inequality
http://inequality.org/global-inequality
http://ccrec.ucsc.edu/news_item/uc-atlas-global-inequality-0
http://ccrec.ucsc.edu/news_item/uc-atlas-global-inequality-0
http://www.forbes.com/billionaires
http://www.forbes.com/billionaires
http://www.imf.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.whiteband.org/
http://www.undp.org/
http://www.undp.org/


Chapter 15 Gender and Sexuality 

Some scientists hold that aspects of human biology, ranging from hormones to 

chromosomes to brain size to genetics, are responsible for innate differences in 

behaviour between men and women. Sociologists remain unconvinced by these 

arguments, which tend to be reductionist. All societies have sexual norms and 

prohibitions, but these vary widely. Human sexuality is symbolic and imbued with 

social, cultural and personal meaning. Christianity has shaped Western attitudes to 

sexuality, but the nineteenth century saw the medicalization of sexuality, 

transforming ‘sinful’ practices into ‘unhealthy’ ones. In the developed countries, the 

last forty years have seen enormous changes in attitudes towards sex and sexual 

mores, marriage and divorce, same-sex relationships, abortion and adult 

pornography.  

Sexual orientation derives from a complex interplay of biological, psychological, 

social and cultural factors. The most common sexual orientation in all societies is 

heterosexuality though homosexuality also exists alongside. There are also many 

minority sexual tastes and inclinations.  

Sociologists draw a distinction between sex – anatomical and physiological 

differences – and gender – psychological, social and cultural differences between 

females and males. Gender socialization is the process by which humans learn 

behaviour considered gender appropriate in society.  

Feminist academics made ‘gender’ central to sociology, focusing on the position of 

women in society, though masculinity has also become an area of study in the 

context of gender relations. Connell identifies three aspects of society which 

interact to form a ‘gender order’: labour, power and personal/sexual relationships. 

There are different versions of masculinities and femininities, the most powerful of 

which is hegemonic masculinity. Gender relations are hierarchically organized, but 

they are not fixed and are remade through social practices and subject to challenge.  

Gender is a key factor in structuring the types of opportunities and life chances 

faced by individuals and groups and strongly influences the roles they play within 

social institutions, from the household to the state. The prevailing division of labour 

between the sexes has led to men and women assuming unequal positions in terms 

of power, prestige and wealth. Functionalist approaches to gender relations tended 

to reproduce uncritically the ‘natural differences’ approach. Feminism has 

generated a richer body of theory analysing the position of women in society. 

Liberal feminism proposes a fundamental equality between women and men which 

can be achieved by transforming social attitudes and practices to remove unfair 

discrimination.  



Socialist feminism builds upon the Marxist analysis of capitalism. Capitalism 

intensifies male domination, and relies on the unpaid domestic labour of women. 

Radical feminism focuses on analysing patriarchy: the system of domination of men 

over women, emphasizing women’s role in biological reproduction, male violence 

against women and the sexual objectification of women. 

Walby identifies two forms of patriarchy: private, which takes place in the 

household, and public, which works to exclude women from wealth and power in 

the workplace and public life. Over the twentieth century, the balance has shifted 

towards the latter.  

Black feminism argues that other feminist approaches have failed to recognize the 

differences between women, especially those structured by ethnicity and 

imperialism. Most feminisms take a white, Western, middle-class experience and 

generalize from it, but this is misleading and inappropriate. Black feminists have 

been key players in developing the concept of ‘intersectionality’ in sociology: the 

recognition of multiple forms of oppression and their overlapping, complex impact.  

Postmodern feminism challenges the idea of a universal category of ‘woman’ which 

can be the basis for feminist political action. Multiplicities of individuals and groups 

are differently positioned and have very different experiences.  

Queer theory breaks with many conventional sociological ideas on identity. Queer 

theory challenges the very concept of ‘identity’ as something that is relatively fixed 

or assigned to people by socializing agents. Drawing on Foucault, queer theorists 

argue that gender and sexuality, along with all of the other terms that come with 

these concepts, constitute a specific discourse rather than referring to something 

objectively real or ‘natural’. 

The long-term development of feminist thought and social movements seeking to 

promote the rights of women is conventionally seen as passing through a series of 

three ‘waves’. First-wave feminism sought equal access to political power by 

extending voting rights to women on the same basis as men, and access to all of 

society’s institutions, including higher education.  

Second-wave feminism focused on ideas of women’s ‘liberation’ and 

‘empowerment’. If the first-wave movement was influenced by liberal and socialist 

political ideals of equality before the law, the second wave was a more ‘radical’ 

movement for change in the private world of family life and domesticity just as 

much as in the realm of public policy and formal politics. 

Third-wave feminism is characterized by local, national and transnational activism, 

in areas such as violence against women, trafficking, body surgery, self- mutilation, 

and the overall ‘pornofication’ of the media. It criticizes earlier feminist waves for 

presenting universal answers or definitions of womanhood. 



The uneven development of regions and societies globally means that many of the 

equal rights measures that people in the developed world now take for granted 

have yet to be won in the developing countries. Globalization has also led to the 

growth of the global sex industry, largely the result of sex tourism and human 

trafficking, which is based on exploitation and enormous disparities of wealth and 

power between countries and between individuals.  

However, increasing globalization and transnational connections also illustrate how 

the global dimension of contemporary social life offers new opportunities for 

women’s movements to join together in the ongoing campaign for gender equality. 

 



Chapter 15 Gender and Sexuality  

In what ways are gender differences related to persistent gender 

inequalities? 

A wealth of social research has established that the lives of women and men in all 

societies are significantly different. Identification as male or female is one pillar of 

an individual’s self-identity. However, the relationship between women and men is 

not just one of difference, but also one of structured social inequality. This question 

asks you to consider both of these debates – on gender difference and gender 

inequality – as part of a single answer. This means you will have to look for the 

links between them in this chapter.  

A good place to begin is with the paragraphs from the bottom of page 617, ‘Are 

the readily observable differences…’, up to ‘Gender identity’ on page 619. These 

consider the long-running debate about nature and nurture in the development of 

gendered identities. In everyday life and some branches of psychology, the 

argument that differences between women and men are attributable to hormones or 

chromosomes is widely held. Sociologists have concentrated instead on the large 

amount of evidence suggesting that such differences are the product of social, 

rather than physiological, factors. 

The chapter discusses two contrasting accounts of gender differences which lead to 

femininities and masculinities. Gender socialization theory (pp. 619-21) accepts that 

there are biological differences between women and men and that gender 

differences are learned social roles built upon these biological differences. However, 

the second account, social constructionism, sees gender as a wholly socially 

constructed phenomenon (pp. 626-8). You will need to rehearse these arguments, 

pointing out how they account for gender differences.  

In the next part of the essay you need to link gender differences to issues of 

gender inequality. One way to go about this is to discuss theories which seek to 

explain gender inequality. Some feminist approaches focus on social and cultural 

attitudes but also tend to adopt a gender socialization approach (p. 635), though 

some radical feminists see women’s role in biological reproduction as the basis of 

all social inequality (pp. 636-7). The feminist approach that most closely follows a 

social constructionist approach is that of Walby (pp. 638-9). She theorizes gender 

inequality as the product of changing social relations in six spheres and you could 

make much of this thesis in your discussion. The central argument of Walby’s thesis 

is that gender inequalities cannot be explained and accounted for by reference to 

the essential nature of women and men, as inequalities are inevitably social and 

their patterns change over time as societies themselves undergo change.  



In concluding the essay, you will need to return to the original question and 

provide a considered answer to it, which is consistent with the argument you have 

made throughout. As will be clear, there is no agreement amongst the sociologists 

you have discussed. This leaves you with two main tasks. First, you should briefly 

summarize the approaches you have considered. Second, you will have to weigh up 

the evidence you have presented to say which account of the relationship between 

gender difference and gender inequalities you find most convincing. 

 



Chapter 15 – Gender and Sexuality 
 
The Women’s Library – has lots of electronic and other resources on women’s history in the UK 
The Centre for Women’s Studies – a research centre based at the University of York, UK 
The Weeks Centre for Social and Policy Research – based at London’s South Bank University. Covers a lot of areas 
including gender and sexuality 
Queer Resource Directory – a gateway to many resources on religion, youth, health and more 
Eldis – gender issues in developing countries 
Voice of the Shuttle – many gender and sexuality studies resources at the University of California 
ILGA – the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association 
Feminist.com – US site with lots of resources and ideas 
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Chapter 16 Race, Ethnicity and Migration 

This chapter explores race and ethnicity, discrimination and prejudice, and ethnic 

conflicts around the world. Race is a widely used term, often used in everyday 

language to describe biological differences. However, there is no scientific basis for 

the concept to be used within social science. ‘Race’ is sociologically important 

because of racialization: the process by which race is used to classify individuals or 

groups of people within societies. 

Ethnicity refers to the cultural practices and outlooks of a community, which 

identifies them as a distinctive social group. Ethnicity is a social phenomenon, 

which has no basis in human biology. However, ‘ethnicity’ can also be problematic 

if it implies a contrast with some ‘non-ethnic’ norm, or if ethnic groups are taken to 

be fixed and predetermined. 

‘Minority group’ refers to more than a numerical minority in a population. 

‘Minorities’ are disadvantaged groups with some shared sense of identity. Prejudice 

is holding beliefs which prejudge all members of a social group, typically based on 

limited information and stereotypes, often linked to scapegoating of those groups 

for social problems. Discrimination refers to actual behaviour towards a social 

group which disadvantages that group. Racism is prejudice based on racialized 

differences.  

Racism is prejudice based on socially significant physical distinctions. Institutional 

racism is prejudice that pervades society’s structures in a systematic way. The 

Macpherson Report described institutional racism as ‘the collective failure of an 

organization to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because 

of their colour, culture or ethnic origin’. The concept of a ‘new racism’ – sometimes 

called cultural racism – is used to describe recent racism based on the identification 

of cultural differences as justification for the exclusion of certain social groups. 

Ethnocentrism is a suspicion of outsiders, combined with a tendency to evaluate 

other cultures negatively in terms of one’s own culture. Group closure describes the 

ways in which social groups maintain boundaries separating them from others. It is 

often linked to attempts at securing a favourable allocation of resources to a 

specific group. 

Conflict theories are concerned with the links between racism and prejudice, on the 

one hand, and relationships of power and inequality, on the other. Early conflict 

approaches to racism were heavily influenced by Marxist ideas, which saw the 

economic system as the determining factor for all other aspects of society.  

From the mid-1980s, a new conflict perspective called critical race theory (CRT) 

developed, which sees itself as a form of activism as much as theorizing, seeking to 



intervene to transform unequal relations between ethnic groups. Critical race 

theories contend that racism is not a deviation from the non-racist norm but is the 

everyday ‘normal’ experience for ‘people of colour’, and argue that, given their 

history and experience, minority ethnic groups are uniquely able to articulate what 

racism means to its victims, and thus they make extensive use of narrative and 

biographical methods to give voice to those who experience racism and thus bring 

this to the attention of scholars. 

Models of ethnic integration include: assimilation – immigrants are expected to give 

up their culture and adopt the dominant culture of the host society; the ‘melting 

pot’ – based on mixing together different cultural traditions to produce new cultural 

forms; and cultural pluralism – where ethnic groups maintain cultural differences 

whilst participating in the broader life of the society. Multiculturalism argues that 

different groups should exist as equal partners with no dominant culture. Sen 

(2007) argues that, in practice, individuals can easily live with a multiplicity of 

identifications with no sense of these being contradictory or problematic.  

Critics of multiculturalism raise concerns about the potential for ethnic segregation 

if states enable, for example, separate schooling and curricula. There has been 

controversy in several European countries in recent years which have retreated from 

multiculturalism, for example in relation to the banning the wearing of the burka 

and niqab in public places. An alternative is what we can call ‘sophisticated 

multiculturalism’. This perspective emphasizes the importance of national identity 

and national laws, but also the fostering of connections between different social 

and ethnic groups. 

In the UK, as in many other countries, younger members of ethnic minority groups 

were born in Britain. This population is concentrated in the most densely populated 

urban centres. Patterns of inequality in both employment and housing are complex. 

Some ethnic minority groups do better than the white majority, but others fare 

much worse. Patterns of male and female employment show specific differences. 

Members of ethnic minority groups are over-represented in the criminal justice 

system both as offenders and victims, but not as officials. Ethnic conflicts involve 

open hostilities between ethnic groups, as in former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Ethnic 

cleansing is the attempt to create ethnically ‘pure’ areas through expulsion of other 

ethnic groups. Genocide is the systematic elimination of one ethnic group by 

another, as in Rwanda in 1994. Many conflicts around the globe are based on 

divisions between ethnic groups rather than between nations. 

Migration is by no means a modern phenomenon, but is a process with its origins in 

the earliest times of human settlement. Today around 214 million people, some 3% 

of the global population, live in countries other than those in which they were born, 

leading some to call this the ‘age of migration’. 



Four models of migration describe the main population movements since 1945: the 

classic model – nations of immigrants extend citizenship to newcomers; the colonial 

model – former imperial powers accept migration from former colonies and extend 

citizenship rights; the guest workers model – immigrants are accepted on a 

temporary basis as workers but gain no citizenship rights; illegal forms of 

immigration – immigrants enter illegally and exist outside the ‘official’ society.  

Four trends look likely to shape migration in coming years: acceleration in numbers 

on the move; diversification of types and reasons for migration; globalization, as 

migration involves more countries; and feminization, as the global labour market 

seeks domestic and sex workers. Migration involves both ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors: 

migrants may feel pushed by poverty or political oppression and/or pulled by 

greater religious and political freedoms or improved economic conditions.  

Diaspora describes the scattering of an ethnic population from its homeland into 

other areas, often in forced conditions. Cohen sees five types of diaspora. Victim 

diasporas (the African slave trade), labour diasporas (indentured Indian workers 

under British colonialism), trading diasporas (Chinese people moving to Southeast 

Asia, buying and selling goods), imperial diasporas (British imperialism took people 

into new countries) and cultural diasporas (cemented by literature, religion and so 

on). All diasporas involve movement to a new place, shared memories of the 

homeland, strong ethnic identity and sense of solidarity and a contribution to 

pluralistic host countries.  

Globalization looks likely to increase migration and to alter migration patterns. A 

key task will be how to create harmonious societies that are more cosmopolitan in 

character than in previous times.  

 



Chapter 16 Race, Ethnicity and Migration 

If ‘race’ is a discredited concept, how can we explain the persistence of racism 

in society? Refer to sociological theories in your answer. 

According to most sociologists, ‘race’ is indeed a discredited concept if it is used to 

explain the behaviour of entire racial or ethnic ethnic groups. But the question 

pointedly asks why many people in wider society continue to see racial differences 

as significant whilst a minority use ‘race’ as a legitimation for prejudice and 

discrimination. This question requires you to use sociological theories to explain 

why racism has proved so persistent. 

As ever, you will need to start with a discussion of the key concept here, namely 

‘race’ (pp. 662-5). It would be useful to provide a brief history of the origins of the 

concept and some examples of the ways in which it has been used. It is important 

to say something about its development in nineteenth-century scientific work. This 

‘race science’ claimed to identify three racial groups: negroid (black), caucasian 

(white) and mongoloid (yellow). You should also refer to some examples of the way 

that ‘race’ has influenced societies more generally. Global Society Box 16.1 (pp. 

664-5) gives an account of the final days of the South African apartheid system, for 

example, which classified social groups along racial lines as part of the white 

minority population’s system of domination. You could also discuss the racist 

ideology of the National Socialists in Germany and their attempts to eliminate 

Jewish populations across Europe.  

To demonstrate the persistence of racism – as demanded by the question – you 

could then discuss some of the ongoing problems faced by some minority ethnic 

groups in modern societies, such as poor housing, disadvantage in labour markets, 

over-representation in the criminal justice system, and so on (pp. 681-6). The racist 

murder of Stephen Lawrence and the Police handling of this would make a 

particularly strong point here (pp. 671-2). It would also be very effective to discuss 

the differences between an old biological version of racism and the more recent 

culturally-based one (pp. 670, 672). Having established that racism persists, the 

rest of the essay now has to consider how this can be explained sociologically. 

At this stage you will need to look at the chapter’s outline of several theories, which 

starts on page 672 and includes theories of ethnocentrism, group closure and 

resource allocation. Ethnocentrism is the valorization of an insider group’s culture 

and a corresponding fear of outsiders resulting in negative stereotyping. In a sense, 

ethnocentrism is the flip side of processes leading to the production of social 

solidarity. Group closure is a theory developed from the work of Max Weber, 

referring to the ways in which social groups use exclusionary devices to erect 

boundaries around themselves which protect them from others. Arguably, the 



apartheid system was an instance of group closure exercised by the white minority 

against the black majority. Resource allocation is perhaps best viewed as an 

example of an exclusionary device aimed at ensuring that resources such as 

income, employment opportunities or food supplies, are available to powerful 

groups often at the expense of others. You could also refer to Critical Race Theory 

(p. 674) and its take on the persistence of ‘normal’ racism. 

In order to fully answer this question, you will need to select some examples of 

racism and race-based discrimination from the first part of the essay and explain 

these using one or more of the theories you introduce. As the chapter suggests, in 

truth, ethnocentrism, group closure and resource allocation are closely related and 

a more satisfactory explanation can be arrived at by combining the central elements 

from all three.  

 



Chapter 16 – Race, Ethnicity and Migration 
 
CRER – the Centre for Research in Ethnic Relations at the University of Warwick, UK – archived material on varied 
subjects 
FRA – the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights – themes include minorities, racism and xenophobia, 
Roma and travellers 
The Runnymede Trust – an independent UK race equality think tank with many useful reports 
Black History Pages – a US site with useful links and news reports 
UNHCR – the United Nations Refugee Agency – news about and resources on refugees 
IRR – the Institute of Race Relations, UK – much research and library material 
The Migration Observatory, University of Oxford, UK – news and resources on migration issues 
DARE – Democracy and Human Rights Education in Europe, launched in Antwerp, 2003 – promoting citizen 
participation across Europe 
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Chapter 17 Religion 

Religion as defined by sociologists has three key elements: it is a form of culture; it 

involves beliefs that take the form of ritualized practice; it provides a sense of 

purpose. Sociologists are not concerned with whether religious beliefs are true or 

false, but with how religions are organized, whether religious beliefs constitute 

sources of social solidarity or conflict, and what social forces are at work which 

keep religions alive or lead to their decline 

Competing sociological definitions of religion can be divided into three types: 

‘inclusive definitions’, ‘exclusive definitions’ and ‘definitions in use’. Inclusive 

definitions tend to be functionalist in orientation, viewing religion as functionally 

necessary for society, or referring to religion as all those beliefs about the forces 

that shape human destiny. Critics suggest this includes too much, stretching the 

definition to include everyone and everything. 

Exclusive definitions look to define religions by reference to the substance of their 

varied beliefs, rooted in the idea that all religions make a distinction between a 

worldly empirical reality and a ‘super-empirical’ or transcendent reality. However, 

the attempt to produce a single definition to encompass all known religions relies 

on a very broad concept of the ‘super-empirical’, which is less applicable to new 

religious movements as well as to some Eastern religions. 

Rather than assuming that there is a real phenomenon called religion and then 

exploring the varied ways in which it is manifest in society, ‘religion in use’ 

definitions are constructionist and investigate all those situations in which people 

themselves make reference to ‘religion’ or ‘religious meaning’ and engage in self-

defined ‘religious’ practices. One problem associated with ‘definitions in use’ is that 

they do not set out a clear boundary between religious and non-religious 

phenomena, but rely on people’s varied self-definitions. 

Classical sociological theory continues to exert a strong influence over the 

contemporary sociology of religion. Marx saw religious beliefs as ideological (the 

opium of the people), attributing to gods a divine power to shape individual lives 

which, in fact, lies within the power of human beings and societies. Religion 

frequently acts to support the position of the powerful within society. However, 

Marx also saw that religions can be a ‘haven in a heartless world’, thus providing 

some comfort to the poor and relatively powerless. 

Durkheim studied the phenomenon of religion in some detail, especially within 

small-scale societies. Religion provides an ordering system for societies, centred on 

a fundamental distinction between the sacred and the profane. That which is sacred 

actually stands for the core values of the society itself, whilst collective rituals help 

to generate and sustain social solidarity. 



Weber carried out extensive studies of the world religions and was particularly 

concerned with the relationship between religion and social change. Weber argued 

that whilst Eastern religions promote values that do not sit easily with capitalist 

economics, Protestant and particularly Calvinist beliefs and values fit well with the 

drive and investment patterns that enable capitalism’s development. 

Secularization describes the process whereby religion loses its influence over the 

various spheres of social life. Evaluating the extent of secularization is a complex 

sociological problem, which has been at the centre of heated debate. Church 

membership and attendance figures paint some of the picture but say nothing 

about levels of belief (assessed by attitude surveys) or the social influence of 

churches (as providers of schools, representatives on various public bodies or as 

‘moral experts’ in public and media debates). ‘Believing without belonging’ and 

‘vicarious religion’ (where a small, active minority perform religious activities on 

behalf of and with the tacit approval of the non-active majority) are two 

characterizations of religion today suggested by Grace Davie. The debate is further 

complicated by the increasingly multi-ethnic nature of societies where very different 

religious groups will be represented. 

Maffesoli theorizes that, although traditional, national religions may be in decline, 

people in large urban areas increasingly live in the ‘time of the tribes’, and that the 

continual creation of neo-tribes demonstrates that there remains a very strong 

human need and a quest for close social contact and interaction that can be seen in 

religious terms. 

Studies of individual religious practice – everyday ‘lived religion’ – show that, in the 

pursuit of generic definitions and theories of religion, sociology may have largely 

ignored the creative blending of ‘religious’ and ‘secular’ elements by individuals 

trying to make sense of their place in the world. Bellah’s notion of ‘privatized’ 

religion suggests a long-term movement away from a unified, public form of 

religion, which helped to bind people together, towards diverse and private forms 

of religion. 

There is no clear outcome in the secularization debate. In Western societies, 

mainstream and established churches may be in decline, but evangelical groups, 

new religious movements and the world religions followed by immigrants to these 

societies are all growing. There is a wide belief in God and the afterlife among those 

who do not belong to or worship in any organized religious group. In non-Western 

societies, religion is enthusiastically embraced. 

The three most influential monotheistic religions all developed in the Middle East 

and each has influenced the others: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Hinduism is the 

third most followed religion in the world. It is polytheistic and internally diverse 

with many different forms and practices. Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism – the 

major religions of the East – have no gods, but emphasize ethical ideals that relate 



to a belief in the natural unity of the universe. Smaller cultures often have beliefs 

based around totemism and animism. 

Sociologists of religion have described religious organizations in terms of Western 

categories. They distinguish between churches, sects, denominations and cults. 

However, sects and cults have negative connotations in society and sociologists 

have moved towards analysing such religious groups as types of new religious 

movement. Religious movements are a subtype of social movement frequently 

headed in their initial phase, at least, by a charismatic leader. ‘New religious 

movements’ is the broad term for a collection of groups and cults concerned with 

spirituality that have emerged in the West since the 1960s counter-culture. They fall 

into three broad types: world-affirming, world-rejecting and world-accommodating. 

Religion in European countries is diverse with a recent growth in number of 

religious minorities. Class, age and gender all affect patterns of religious 

participation. The United States is an overwhelmingly Christian nation with a wide 

diversity of churches, denominations and sects. Conservative Protestant groups, 

including evangelicals, are increasing, and this shift has political consequences in 

areas such as proposals for legislation on abortion and homosexuality. 

Men have historically dominated Christian churches. The Anglican Church admitted 

women as priests from the early 1990s but there remains strong resistance to this 

in some quarters, reignited by recent debates about women becoming bishops. The 

place of homosexual clergy has also caused enormous controversy. 

Fundamentalism involves a strict adherence to a literal reading of the basic texts of 

a religion. Fundamentalism is associated with many religions and has been growing 

in recent decades as the global forces of modernization have increasingly 

destabilized traditional elements in the social world. 

In an increasingly cosmopolitan world, people of contrasting traditions and beliefs 

are coming into contact with one another more than ever before. As deference 

towards experts, authorities and traditional ideas erodes, we must all live in a more 

open and reflective way. It seems clear that, as the main way in which conflicts can 

be avoided, continuing discussion and dialogue are essential between people of 

differing beliefs and of none. 

 



Chapter 17 Religion 

In what ways does religion act to uphold the status quo and how does it help 

to bring about social change? 

This question derives from a fundamental concern of sociology to analyse social 

order and social change. The role of religion also concerned Comte, Marx, Durkheim 

and Weber, so it is probably a good idea to begin your answer with some of their 

ideas. This is not only a question about the history of sociological theory though. 

These debates are still very topical and you ought to be able to connect them to 

contemporary examples and debates.  

It is always a good idea to define your key concept, so the essay could start with the 

sociological definition of religion offered on page 708, noting what it includes and 

omits. From here the main ideas of the classical theorists can be introduced. The 

section ‘Religion in classical sociology’, starting on page 711, looks at the work of 

Marx, Durkheim and Weber. Marx and Durkheim are both associated with analyses 

that see religion as an essentially conservative force, whilst Weber is more clearly 

associated with the idea that in certain circumstances, such as the development of 

capitalism in Western Europe, religious beliefs and practices can contribute to 

fundamental social changes. Weber’s ideas on the role of Calvinism are outlined in 

Chapter 1. 

Having looked at the theories of religion, the essay can put some flesh on the bones 

of the argument by bringing in and examining some examples of real-world 

religions. The chapter provides a number of examples and you will need to select a 

few of these. For example, it is possible to look at the position of women within 

religious organizations (pp. 735-8). It has been argued that the treatment of women 

in many religious groups is fundamentally conservative, failing to keep pace with 

social change in the wider society. On the other hand, some new religious 

movements, particularly those described as world-affirming movements, have a 

strong desire to transform the world or the individual within the world. In this way 

they can be seen as at least trying to change societies.  

Religious fundamentalism is perhaps one of the more difficult examples you might 

discuss (pp. 738-44). Initially it appears that any religious group basing its 

behaviour and beliefs on a strict interpretation of an ancient text could hardly be 

seen as focused on social change. However, the teachings of fundamentalist groups 

have promoted some dramatic social revolutions in recent years, not least in the 

form of the Iranian Revolution of 1978-9. How should we evaluate such revolutions? 

Are they upholders of an older status quo or radical forces for social change? The 

section on Islam emphasizes that this is not a simple return to an older form of 

society but a particularly modern response to the conditions of the contemporary 



world. It is possible to argue that fundamentalism is both a conservative and a 

radical force. Whichever way you make your case, be sure to support it with 

examples and to be explicit about your definition of terms such as conservatism 

and radicalism.  

Although the question is deceptively simple, your answer, if it has done the job 

correctly, will have covered a lot of ground stretching from the theoretical 

contributions of the founders of sociology through to religion in the contemporary 

period. Hence, it is important in your conclusion to take us back to the original 

question and draw these threads together by assessing the question of whether 

religion is primarily a conservative force or can it also have radical effects 

depending on historical circumstances. 

 



Chapter 17 – Religion 
 
Sociology of Religion – a peer-reviewed quarterly journal with many articles covering this field 
The Religious Studies Project – an international project covering social scientific studies of religion – lots of 
interviews and other interesting material here 
Sociology of Religion Resources – exactly what it says, based at the University of Aberdeen, UK 
Sociology of Religion Study Group of the British Sociological Association – very helpful ‘faith guides’ and much more 
available 
Religion and Society Research Programme – British research programme with information on seventy-five research 
projects on the relationship between society and religion 
BBC Religion – BBC’s UK-based site on all things religious 
British Religion in Numbers – exactly what you might think, lots of quantitative data on the state of religion in Britain 
The Association of Religion Data Archives – American site aiming to ‘democratize access to the best data on religion’ 
The Immanent Frame – US site which publishes essays on secularism, religion and the public sphere, and much more 
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Chapter 18 The Media 

The chapter is concerned with communications, in particular the mass media of 

communication including television, newspapers, films, magazines and the Internet, 

which all reach very large audiences. 

The digital revolution of the late twentieth century has transformed the mass media 

of communication. Four technological developments have enabled this revolution: 

continuous improvements in the capacity of computers, the digitization of data, 

satellite communications, and fibre optics. 

The Internet – a global network of interconnected computers – originally developed 

within the Pentagon in the USA and now enables instantaneous global 

communication and the transfer of knowledge and capital electronically. The most 

widely known use of the Internet is the World Wide Web, a type of global multimedia 

library. Estimates suggest that around 42% of the global population were connected 

to the Internet in 2014 and this continues to grow. The recent development of 

‘cloud computing’, whereby computing resources are delivered as a service or utility 

direct to users, looks set to revolutionize how we use IT. 

One significant impact of the Internet is the creation of the virtual world of 

cyberspace with its multitude of virtual communities, online businesses and 

individuals. In cyberspace, new kinds of interaction between individuals are 

possible, along with the adoption of many identities. Opinions on the Internet have 

become polarized between those who see it as offering many new opportunities and 

others who see it as destructive of real social relations and home to new forms of 

criminality and abuse. 

Film production has long been dominated by Hollywood and the USA film industry. 

India’s Bollywood film industry actually produces more movies than Hollywood, 

though its sales are not yet globalized in the way of Hollywood’s ‘blockbusters’. 

Radio and television are unlike film as they are media which are rooted in the home. 

Television in particular has entered into the routines of daily life and become a 

largely taken-for-granted and basic aspect of modern life. The advent of digital 

television is changing viewing habits by providing much more choice of channels 

and programmes on-demand. 

Music is a form of communication that is as old as human societies. Studies of 

music have been dominated by the production of culture approach which analyses 

the conditions under which music is produced, alongside the organization of the 

means of that production. In recent years, empirical studies have drawn on 

interactionism to explore how people use music in the construction of personal 



experience. Globalization and the Internet present challenges for the music industry 

as music sharing across the globe threatens its profits. 

Newspapers developed in the nineteenth century with the daily newspaper emerging 

towards the end of the century. Newspapers came to be dominated by a few rich 

entrepreneurs. Today the tabloid press exists in an intimate relationship with 

celebrity culture and newspapers have had to embrace the Internet with many 

newspapers now available on the web. 

Functionalist theories of the media tended to be largely descriptive, viewed the 

audience as relatively passive and overemphasized the integrative function of the 

media in society. By contrast, many conflict theorists point to the fit between the 

culture industries and the wider demands of capitalism for a compliant workforce.  

The political economy approach views the economic interests of media owners and 

large corporations as working to exclude critical voices and systematically 

producing a one-dimensional view of the world. The Glasgow Media Group argue 

that media coverage, especially news and current affairs, acts to represent the world 

in the interests of the dominant social class and thereby performs an ideological 

function.  

The Frankfurt School’s critical theory saw the culture industry as undermining 

individuals’ capacity for critical thought. Similarly, Habermas considered the media 

in the broader context of a vibrant public sphere of debate and discussion. Despite 

the obvious potential of the mass media to facilitate the public sphere, the latter 

has in fact degenerated into mere spectacle and entertainment.  

Thompson developed a model of different types of interaction: face-to-face, 

mediated interaction and mediated quasi-interaction. Today, the balance has shifted 

towards the latter two types, though this tends to bring more issues into the public 

domain not less and may be leading to more public debate than Habermas 

suggests. 

Baudrillard’s postmodern theory argues that a fundamental shift towards 

hyperreality has occurred in which mass media no longer simply represent social 

life, but social life itself has become a thoroughly media-saturated event. Media 

reports are now constitutive of our social reality. 

Early audience studies tended to view audiences as passive recipients of media 

messages: the hypodermic model. Later work, such as Hall’s reception theory, 

stresses the ways in which people actively make sense of the messages the media 

broadcast via their own experiences. Interpretative theory sees audiences partly 

shaping media content through their acceptance and rejection of media output. 

Many studies have found that media representations of social class, gender and 

ethnicity tend to conform to social stereotypes. Although such representations may 



not actually cause discrimination, it has been argued that they do reinforce negative 

ideas of particular social groups. 

All countries have some degree of media regulation, some voluntary, some legally 

enforced, such as restricted access to the Internet in China. Held et al. point to five 

major shifts which have established a new global media order: increasing 

concentration of ownership; shift from public to private ownership; transnational 

corporate structures; diversification of media products; a growing number of media 

mergers. Media super-companies have seen mergers that link companies which own 

‘content’ with companies that own platforms for its distribution. 

The concentration of so many companies in the hands of so few have led to 

concerns of media imperialism, where the views of the dominant classes of Western 

society will be imposed throughout the world. However, the growth of media 

sources such as Al-Jazeera shows that some resistance to Western media 

domination is in evidence. Other attempts to counter global media empires by using 

new technologies to facilitate alternative forms of news gathering include 

Indymedia, a global collective of independent media outlets associated with the 

anti-globalization movement, creating open access online platforms, enabling 

political activists and citizens to upload their own videos, images and reports as 

well as live streaming of protest events. 

 



Chapter 18 The Media 

How do different communications media influence the social experience of 

space and time? 

This question is not specifically asking you to set up an argument or debate, but 

rather to describe the range of ways in which different media influence the 

experience of space and time. The shifting experience of space and time has come 

to the fore as a topic of sociological debate since the development of global digital 

technologies, and this recent change will no doubt occupy much of your essay. 

Remember, though, that older technologies such as print media and radio also 

shaped and still shape our experiences of space and time. To provide a good 

answer, though, you need to do more than just provide a list of examples. You will 

also need to draw upon some of the models of the media offered in the chapter to 

structure your answer. 

The main theoretical models available in the section ‘Theorizing the media’ (p. 771 

onwards) are from McLuhan, Habermas, Baudrillard and Thompson. McLuhan is 

perhaps the most immediately appealing because the world of globalized 

communications would seem to support his idea of the global village, an 

unbounded space where we are all neighbours. Baudrillard goes beyond this and 

sees the penetration of the media into all aspects of social life as transforming the 

social into a realm of hyperreality: the very nature of reality has changed and is no 

longer externally anchored in time or space. Habermas concentrates on the 

transformation of the public sphere through the development of new technologies. 

The public sphere is a conceptual space rather than a physical location but the 

growth of communications has extended its range – from eighteenth-century coffee 

houses in the First World to a potentially global online community. This optimistic 

view needs to be questioned, as global communication could equally open the 

possibility of global misinformation, ideology or distraction. Thompson’s distinction 

between face-to-face and mediated interaction is useful in looking at different 

media, as is his distinction between interaction and quasi-interaction. Face-to-face 

interaction is rooted in time and space, whereas mediated communication stretches 

these interactions across the globe. 

You may choose to use all or only some of these theorists in your essay. The 

important thing is that you link the theories to the examples you are discussing. A 

wealth of examples is available in the chapter to build into your argument. The 

Internet is a clear example of a new kind of virtual social space where physical 

distance is made irrelevant by the instantaneous means of communication. Equally, 

you could explore these themes using television, mobile phones or global 



entertainment media as examples. How would the different theorists react to these 

examples? 

Your discussion could take many forms, but in drawing it to a conclusion you need 

to be wary of making generalizations about ‘the media’. Keep constantly in mind 

that different media have different impacts upon the experience of time and space 

and that the impacts will vary depending upon the social context in which they 

occur. 

 



Chapter 18 – The Media 
 
Glasgow University Media Group’s own website 
Ofcom – the UK’s independent media regulator site, which has some useful surveys 
The Foundation for Information Policy Research – UK-based think tank studying the interaction between ICT and 
society 
OECD, ICT Homepage – lots of comparative data on the ‘Internet economy’ 
Theory.org – playful postmodern site on links between media and identities 
Indymedia UK – British-based ‘grassroots’ site providing an alternative platform to mainstream news 
The UK Broadcasters’ Audience Research Board – lots of research and surveys on audiences here 
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Chapter 19 Education 

Education is often seen as a social good but what education means is culturally and 

socially variable. Education is a social institution enabling and promoting the 

acquisition of knowledge, skills and broadening horizons. Schooling is the formal 

process through which certain types of knowledge and skills are delivered.  

Durkheim argued that education is an important part both of the socialization 

process, which transmits culture and values between generations, and in the 

production of a skilled labour force. Functionalists such as Parsons saw education 

systems as promoting meritocracy: social worth being determined by ability and 

effort, not birth. This view has been challenged by conflict theorists who emphasize 

the significance of education systems in supporting existing structures of 

inequality.  

Bowles and Gintis argued that schools operate on the correspondence principle: the 

structures of formal schooling correspond to the structures of workplaces in 

capitalist economies. Hence education via schooling is not a great leveller but a 

great divider. Illich focused on the hidden curriculum within compulsory schooling, 

including learning the dominant values of society and passive consumption. 

Instead, he argued for the de-schooling of society in order to promote a much 

broader experience of learning.  

Bernstein points to the significance of language in the reproduction of social 

inequalities. Formal education is conducted in the language of the middle classes 

and thus favours those children. Bourdieu extends this argument beyond language 

codes, pointing to ways in which the education system values and develops 

particular kinds of cultural capital which is already owned and valued by the middle 

classes. Education systems thus legitimize and reproduce existing social 

inequalities. 

In the 1970s, Willis investigated the experiences of working-class boys in secondary 

school, showing how interactions between groups of pupils within a school act to 

reproduce particular kinds of class-based masculinities. In doing so, rebellious sub-

cultures help to reproduce the unskilled and semi-skilled workforce, developing 

anti-school values which lead to failure in school. In the 1990s, Mac an Ghaill 

studied similar school subcultures, finding evidence of a crisis of older forms of 

masculinity. This concern has been heightened as the previous underachievement 

of girls has, in recent years, been transformed as girls began to outperform boys. 

There are also some significant differences in the educational attainment of 

different ethnic groups in education systems. 



Bourdieu’s perspective on forms of capital is an important development for the 

sociology of education. Cultural capital, which can be gained via the family and 

education, takes three forms: embodied, objectified and institutionalized. Recent 

studies in this vein have focused on the close relationship between families and 

education systems in the acquisition of cultural capital. 

Educational debates on the existence and effectiveness of IQ have been sharply 

polarized with IQ advocates such as Hernstein and Murray arguing that IQ tests 

show clear differences across races and ethnic groups, whilst opponents such as 

Gould say that there are multiple intelligences that do not derive substantially from 

genetic inheritance. In recent years, theories of emotional intelligence and 

emotional literacy have gained some ground in educational debates.  

Previously gendered education systems have given way to much more equal 

curricula today, though there still exists a hidden curriculum of dress codes and 

role models within textbooks that is strongly gender-typed. Studies of subject 

choice still reveal that the ‘hard’ sciences are male-dominated whilst the Arts are 

female-dominated. Nonetheless, in the developed countries, girls now do better 

than boys in most subjects at all levels, and the policy focus has shifted towards 

‘failing boys’.  

Educational experience and attainment differ across ethnic groups. Evidence from 

the UK suggests that the rate of exclusions from school has been rising for mixed 

white and black Caribbean students, with Chinese students having the lowest rate. 

Research studies have found that teachers in some schools stereotyped African 

Caribbean boys as disruptive and were quicker to reprimand them, whilst Asian 

pupils were perceived to be compliant and willing to learn. Asian and black pupils 

were also subject to racial abuse by white children. Globally, many children in the 

developing countries struggle to gain access to education and illiteracy is 

widespread. Many colonial regimes saw literacy as a potential threat to their rule. In 

2010 some 759 million adults did not have basic literacy skills and 66 per cent of 

these were women. In the developed countries, issues of choice and consumer 

freedom are at the centre of debates. Attempts to find measures of global 

comparison have included governments’ spending on public education and rates of 

primary school enrolment. Modern mass education systems developed during the 

nineteenth century. Following the Second World War, political demands for equality 

ensured that an expanded state education system should be concerned to promote 

equality of opportunity in the UK. Moves towards comprehensive education in the 

1960s and ’70s were also concerned to promote equality. Conservative government 

policies in the UK have taken a central focus on returning to ‘traditional’ educational 

values. The government is introducing ‘free schools’, run by parents, charities, 

businesses, teachers or religious groups. Critics argue that these may be attractive 

to wealthier middle-class parents and will create a two-tier system in which money 



and the best teachers will gravitate towards the free schools, leaving state schools 

as the poor relation. 

The financial crisis has brought to the fore serious issues of how education should 

be financed, particularly apparent in controversial funding cuts to universities and 

the introduction of larger tuition fees for higher education in the UK. 

The next big challenge for education systems is how best to make use of 

information technology (IT) in the classroom. Although IT offers many new 

opportunities and so-called e-universities operate across national boundaries, 

bringing higher education within the reach of more and more people, some also see 

the potential for creating a new ‘computer underclass’ as poorer social groups and 

countries fall behind the IT literate ones. One lesson from the sociology of 

education is that education systems tend to reinforce social inequalities just as 

much as they provide opportunities for advancement.  

 



Chapter 19 Education 

How convincing is the view that education systems reproduce social divisions 

rather than equalizing educational outcomes? 

This question asks you to examine sociological theories of education, especially 

those that see education systems as contributing to the reproduction of social 

divisions. The bulk of your time will be spent outlining these theories and the 

evidence they use to assess just how ‘convincing’ they are. You will also need to 

include any counter evidence.  

Your first task is to explain what education systems are (pp. 804-5). Note that whilst 

education is a social institution, schooling is the delivery of a specific curriculum in 

state-operated education systems. Durkheim (and later, Parsons) saw schools as 

socializing agents, ensuring that crucial societal values are transmitted over 

generations (pp. 805-6). Education systems also teach skills necessary for life in 

complex industrial societies.  

Critics of functionalism see the ‘hidden curriculum’ as more significant than the 

formal one. Marxist theorists, Bowles and Gintis (pp. 807-8), see the very structure 

of schooling corresponding to the structure of working life as a preparation for the 

capitalist society young people will move into. Illich’s ideas are similar, though he 

also advocates the deschooling of society. Here the notion of education as a ‘great 

leveller’ is rejected. 

Next, you can consider theories of cultural reproduction, which directly address the 

issue of social divisions. The chapter covers several of these (from page 809) in 

relation to the major social divisions of class, gender and ethnicity. Social class is 

discussed in Bernstein’s study of inequalities in British education. The dominance of 

an elaborated language code in schools systematically disadvantages working-class 

children who learn a restricted code in family settings (pp. 810-1). Willis also 

explored class in his study of school sub-cultures (pp. 809-11), many of which seem 

rebellious, but work to produce the educational under-achievers that capitalism 

needs to fill the more undemanding jobs in the labour market. 

The reproduction of gender divisions can discuss McRobbie’s and Lees’s work on 

femininity (pp. 811-4). Schools, they argued, reinforce traditional gender 

stereotypes, whilst teachers focus on boys, assuming that girls will become 

homemakers. Dale Spender saw that school textbooks were imbued with an implicit 

sexism in their use of language and male-dominated imagery, particularly in science 

texts. However, things are much changed today. In the developed societies, girls 

now out-perform boys in most subjects and at all levels, and you could use some of 



the evidence in the section on pages 821-8 to challenge the more pessimistic view 

that education systems inevitably reproduce gender divisions.  

The chapter provides evidence on education and ethnicity (p. 828 on), via school 

exclusion rates, higher education participation and achievement rates. Given the 

diversity of minority ethnic group experience and educational outcomes you will 

have to carefully sift this evidence to explain why some minority groups do better 

than other. One factor to be considered is the persistence of racism in society, 

which is also evident in schools. Wright’s study of schooling and ethnicity 

discovered stereotypical assumptions amongst staff about the ‘disruptiveness’ of 

African Caribbean boys which led to differential treatment and an increased 

likelihood of reprimand and exclusion (p. 831). Remember that the question asks 

for your overall assessment of the view that education systems reproduce social 

divisions and you should return to this by way of a conclusion.  

 



Chapter 19 – Education 
 
Sociosite on Education – lots of links to educational resources, not all of them sociological 
The Global Campaign for Education – lots of useful education resources 
21st Century Learning Initiative – UK-based archive of new ideas on education 
UNESCO Education Homepage – UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
Lifelong Learning – a UK site promoting this concept 
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http://www.campaignforeducation.org/
http://www.21learn.org/
http://en.unesco.org/themes/education-21st-century
http://www.lifelonglearning.co.uk/


Chapter 20 Crime and Deviance 

Deviance is defined as non-conformity to a set of norms, whilst crime is the 

breaking of laws. Deviance is usually seen as negative, but Durkheim saw that it 

also has socially useful functions. Deviance can generate new practices and ideas 

and often promotes social change, but at the same time it identifies the boundaries 

between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour and thus contributes to social 

solidarity.  

Using the ideal of the American Dream, Merton theorized a strain emerging 

between the general cultural value of material success and the strictly limited 

opportunities to achieve this in legitimate ways. Those groups which cannot 

succeed via legitimate means turn to a range of deviant adaptations including 

crime. Other American theorists of the 1960s stressed the importance of 

subcultural groups that encourage or reward deviant or criminal behaviour. 

Interactionists, such as those adopting a labelling perspective, see deviance not as a 

property of individuals, social groups or specific acts, but of the meaning given to 

that act in interactions between ‘deviants’ and ‘non-deviants’. Labelling 

distinguishes primary from secondary deviance, the latter arising from social 

interactions often involving authorities. Secondary deviance can result in deviancy 

amplification and moral panic.  

1970s ‘new criminology’ saw deviant behaviour as an active response to the 

inequalities of the capitalist system. Hall et al argued that episodes of moral panic, 

such as that associated with mugging in the 1970s, deflect attention away from 

serious socio-economic problems like rising unemployment and deepening 

inequalities, onto social groups that are used as scapegoats. 

Left Realism criticizes the Marxist-inspired new criminology for romanticizing 

deviants as working-class heroes when, in fact, their behaviour often impacts badly 

on working-class communities which live in fear of crime. Right Realism is 

associated with zero-tolerance policing and target-hardening approaches which 

were first popularized in the USA. The ‘theory of broken windows’ holds that it is 

important to aggressively police small acts of vandalism and disturbance to prevent 

a slide into more serious social disorder in the area. Such pragmatic, preventative 

strategies are discussed under the umbrella terms situational crime prevention and 

environmental criminology. 

The extent of criminal activity is hard to assess, as some crime is unreported and 

even more undetected. Victimization surveys attempt to assess the underlying 

prevalence of crime. Men commit the vast majority of reported crimes. Where 

women come into contact with the criminal justice system they may receive lighter 



treatment than men if they conform to stereotypical versions of femininity and ‘the 

good woman’. 

Most crimes of domestic violence are committed by men against women and 

children. Gay men and lesbian women experience high levels of victimization and 

physical attacks. Levels of fear of crime are not directly correlated with the extent of 

crime: much fear comes from perceptions of anti-social behaviour, particularly by 

young people, which is not in itself criminal.  

White-collar crimes are those committed to the disadvantage of companies, 

corporate crimes are those committed in the short-term interests of corporate 

profitability. Such crimes are largely invisible and lie within the domain of socially 

powerful groups, which are not policed to the same degree as other groups in spite 

of the very serious consequences of corporate crime.  

Prisons are often expected to perform the possibly contradictory tasks of control, 

punishment and rehabilitation. A central concern of imprisonment is its apparent 

ineffectiveness, evidenced in very high rates of recidivism. Recent policy has seen a 

move towards restorative justice and community punishments though sociologists 

argue that we should not see these as simple solutions to the prevention of crime 

and deviance. Restorative justice seeks to raise awareness among offenders of the 

impact of their crimes on victims. 

Organized crime is becoming increasingly international in scale and involves drug 

trafficking, illegal gambling, smuggling, prostitution and large-scale theft. Such 

crime can be highly complex and difficult to prosecute. 

The development of new technologies has created new opportunities for deviant 

and criminal behaviour, known as cybercrimes – criminal acts committed with the 

help of information technologies. Cybercrimes include identity theft, illegal 

interception of communications, computer hacking, telemarketing fraud and 

electronic money laundering. Wall argues that there have been first, second and 

now third generation cybercrimes. 

 



Chapter 20 Crime and Deviance 

Criminality in society and crime statistics are both products of social 

inequalities, albeit in different ways. Discuss. 

Your first task in this essay is to explain why the question has made a distinction 

between ‘criminality in society’ and ‘crime statistics’. Sociologists never take 

statistics at face value. All such figures are the end product of a long social process 

and that process will be encoded within them. Official crime statistics are widely 

seen as amongst the least reliable of officially published figures on social issues. 

The section on ‘Understanding crime statistics’ (from page 873) goes on to detail 

many of the processes through which levels of recorded crime may differ 

dramatically from levels of criminal activity. This material will form the core of your 

initial discussion to show why official crime figures need to be treated with caution. 

You will also need to explore the ways in which crime statistics may include 

systematic bias as a result of social inequalities. As labelling theory demonstrates 

(pp. 862-4), young working-class men are likely to be overrepresented in the 

figures. This is particularly true for young black men (see Chapter 16 for a useful 

discussion). Women are also treated in a highly gendered way in the criminal justice 

system. The ‘chivalry’ thesis suggests that female offenders are treated more 

leniently than males. However, feminist theorists have found that women are 

treated on the basis of ideas about the ‘proper’ behaviour for women and are then 

punished for deviance from the norms of femininity (pp. 878-9). White-collar crime 

and corporate crime are both under-recorded and certainly do not fit the popular 

image of crime as a working-class phenomenon, in spite of corporate crime’s often 

severe consequences and harm for society, particularly vulnerable groups (pp. 886-

8). Returning to the original question and summarizing the argument so far, official 

crime figures represent the endpoint of a long chain of social practices that encode 

the social inequalities of class, gender and race within them. 

You now need to move on and ask whether it is possible to talk meaningfully about 

actual crime at all. An alternative system developed is the use of victim surveys 

such as the British Crime Survey. Left Realists argue that to ignore crime is to ignore 

a very real problem for working-class communities as much criminality is against 

the working class. Hence, it is important to analyse actual crime sociologically (pp. 

866-8). 

Functionalists accepted the statistical evidence that crime was primarily a problem 

of the working classes and saw its cause in a lack of opportunity for young men in 

poor communities (pp. 858-62). Crimes against women and homosexuals also 

relate to broad patterns of inequality in society (pp. 880-3). Members of ethnic 

minority groups are likely to be victims of crime, although they are often presented 



as perpetrators. Both white-collar and corporate crime can be considered as 

examples of middle-class opportunity.  

You will need to draw the two parts of the question together in your conclusion. 

Crime figures are notoriously difficult to use and are the outcome of practices 

within the criminal justice system, which treat people differently according to 

structural factors such as class, gender, ethnicity and age. Crime itself is also a 

social phenomenon as patterns of criminality are, arguably, also a product of social 

inequality. 

 



Chapter 20 – Crime and Deviance 
 
The British Journal of Criminology – one of the world’s top criminology journals 
Critical Criminology (USA) – for the ‘new’ criminology and its later development 
Centre for Crime and Justice Studies – an independent ‘public interest charity’ promoting the centrality of social 
justice, based in London, UK 
World Prison Brief – now based at the University of London 
The Howard League for Penal Reform – a UK penal reform charity 
NACRO – UK charity concerned with crime prevention and the welfare of offenders 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime – coverage of crime internationally 

 
 

http://bjc.oxfordjournals.org/
http://critcrim.org/
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/
http://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/
http://www.prisonstudies.org/
http://howardleague.org/
http://www.nacro.org.uk/
http://www.unodc.org/


Chapter 21 Politics, Government and Social 

Movements 

The scope of politics is broader than that of government, taking in many 

activities (such as social movements) outside of formal government. The latter 

can be restricted to the activities of state officials. The nation-state exists if 

there is the exercise of sovereignty; the population has rights and duties as 

citizens, and there is a shared sense of nationalism. 

Political sociologists are fundamentally concerned with power and its effects, 

though there are differing views on exactly what power is and how it is related to 

the exercise of authority. Weber saw power as the chance that people can exercise 

their own will even against resistance from others.  

Lukes developed a three-dimensional view of power taking in the ability of some 

social groups to set the political agenda by keeping certain issues out of public 

debate altogether. Foucault’s general theory sees power as flowing throughout 

society, but he also linked power with knowledge, arguing that one implies the 

other.  

Most societies purport to be democratic in the limited sense of rule by the people. 

As the Arab Spring of 2011 demonstrated, the desire for democracy and mass 

political participation has become perhaps the main standard of political legitimacy 

in the twenty-first century. Authoritarianism and democracy are contrasting ideal 

types and there is an additional distinction between participative democracy and 

representative democracy. Some argue that liberal democracy triumphed over 

communist societies because of its association with capitalism’s ability to create 

wealth, the clamour for greater openness in an increasingly globalizing world 

society and the provision of more information through mass communications and 

the Internet. However, despite this, there are still undercurrents of discontent with 

the political process in democratic societies.  

The global spread of democracy coexists with the paradox of voter apathy, cynicism 

and low levels of formal political participation. For example, turnout in the UK 

general election was only around 69 per cent in 2017. However, election turnout 

tends to be much higher in systems which use mandatory voting.  

Some have argued that people in democratic nations are increasingly sceptical of all 

established forms of authority, as once a certain level of economic prosperity has 

been reached, voters become concerned less with economic issues than with the 

quality of their individual lifestyles, becoming less interested in national politics, 

except for issues involving personal liberty. Political commentators argue that the 



decline in voting shows that people in the developed countries are losing trust in 

politicians, and the MPs’ expenses scandal of 2009 further aggravated this rift.  

National governments face problems of legitimacy because of the limitations of 

geographical scope. In short, borrowing from Daniel Bell, the nation-state is at once 

too small and too large for the problems which most concern people. This has led 

to calls for models of global governance to provide the framework of rules needed 

to tackle global problems and the diverse set of institutions, including both 

international organizations and national governments, needed to guarantee this 

framework of rules. 

The European Union has often been seen as a potential model for successful 

international politics and global governance. However, the continuing Euro crisis 

has raised serious questions about the success of the EU model, and the UK 

decision to leave the EU has led many to question its future if other countries 

similarly decide to withdraw. 

Social movements are collective attempts to further a common interest through 

actions outside of established institutions. They are one aspect of a wider sphere of 

politics beyond that of national government which can bring about major social 

changes. This can be seen in the successes of the American civil rights movement 

and feminist campaigns for equality, for example.  

Sociologists have used several approaches to study social movements. Interactionist 

studies initially focused on social unrest and collective behaviour. Smelser’s theory 

joined social action to social structure, arguing that six elements were necessary for 

a social movement to emerge: structural conduciveness, structural strain, 

generalized beliefs, precipitating factors, mobilization, and the failure of social 

control.  

Resource mobilization theory (RMT) developed as a counter to the perceived 

irrationality of movements within the social unrest tradition. RMT’s central insight is 

that social unrest is ever present within capitalist societies, but what turns this into 

a social movement is the acquisition and effective use of resources.  

Since the 1980s, the wave of 1960s social movements such as environmentalism, 

anti-nuclear movements and gay rights movements have been theorized as new 

social movements (NSMs). NSMs are said to represent a new type of social 

movement, characterized by: new issues, loose organizational forms, new action 

repertoires, and new social constituencies. The World Social Forum is a recent 

example of a ‘movement without borders’. It has also been suggested that in our 

age of globalization and information technology, we may be seeing the emergence 

of a ‘social movement society’ in which political issues increasingly find expression 

through social movements rather than via established political institutions. This 



may suggest that people in democratic societies may be becoming tired of 

politicians but not necessarily of politics. 

 



Chapter 21 Politics, Government and Social 

Movements 

Take a social movement of your choice and explain its origins, activities, 

successes and failures, and present status using social movement theory. 

This question is based on the case study approach and is good training for budding 

social scientists as it allows you to explore their benefits and limitations. This kind 

of question also gives you more of a free hand to design your own question within 

certain bounds 

Clearly the first task is to select a social movement. You will need to ensure that 

your chosen movement fits the definition offered in the chapter, namely ‘collective 

attempts to further a common interest or secure a common goal through action 

outside the sphere of established institutions’ (p. 936). It is possible to pick, say, 

surrealism or communitarianism, which are best characterized as cultural and 

political trends respectively, rather than social movements. A safe bet is to use a 

movement discussed in the chapter: labour movements, environmental movements, 

gay and lesbian rights movements, women’s movements, student movements or 

black civil rights movements.  

Having chosen a social movement, you will need to be able to trace its history and 

development. For this part of the answer it is worthwhile remembering that the 

book as a whole can be mined for insights. For example, should you choose 

environmentalism, then Chapter 5 contains a lot of relevant material that you can 

use. Similarly, Chapter 15 on gender and sexuality will prove useful for women’s 

movements and gay and lesbian movements. Chapter 16 on race and ethnicity 

covers the black civil rights movement. Returning to the question, what you will be 

looking to provide is essentially a movement ‘life history’ documenting its origins in 

a particular social and political context (why then?), its repertoire of activities (what 

do activists actually do to press their case for change?), its successes and failures 

(what did it achieve?) and its current status (what happened to it?). There is a clear 

danger here. You may focus too much on description and not enough on analysis 

and explanation. What the question demands is that you explain all of the aspects 

listed above using theory. 

One important point to note now: you are not being asked to choose one theoretical 

position to the exclusion of the others. The social movements field has its 

own‘toolkit’ of concepts and theories and it is legitimate for you to draw on insights 

from across the different theories provided they help you to explain the 

movement’s development. For example, social unrest theory and collective 

behaviour might be more helpful in explaining a movement’s origins, focusing as 

they do on the social and political conditions for protest (pp. 937-8). Smelser’s 



structural functionalist theory performs a similar job, though this is more detailed, 

allowing you to base an answer on his six ‘value-added elements’ (pp. 939-41). 

Resource mobilization theory (RMT) may enable you to explain how the movement 

achieved its main successes by mobilizing resources which gave it a competitive 

advantage. You will need to consider what New Social Movement theory (NSM) 

brings to the discussion, should you choose one of the more recent social 

movements which are collectively described in this way (pp. 942-6). 

What the question is looking for is a balanced essay which takes a particular social 

movement, demonstrates a good level of knowledge of this movement and explains 

its main features and activities with relevant theory. The difficult part is achieving 

that careful balance between description and explanation. 

 



Chapter 21 – Politics, Government and Social Movements 
 
ASA Section on Political Sociology – the American Sociological Association’s own resources 
Foreign Policy – US site based in Washington, DC, with lots of political articles and comment 
openDemocracy – London, UK-based site which publishes blogs and debates how people are governed 
The International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance – based in Stockholm, Sweden, provides 
information and analysis in support of democratization 
World Politics Review – ‘a daily foreign policy, national security and international affairs Web publication’ 
Social Movement Study Network – US site with lots of resources and links 

 
 

http://asapoliticalsoc.org/
http://foreignpolicy.com/
http://www.opendemocracy.net/
http://www.idea.int/
http://www.idea.int/
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/
http://www.socialmovementstudy.net/


Chapter 22 Nations, War and Terrorism 

Nationalism refers to a set of symbols and beliefs that provide the sense of being 

part of a single political community called a nation. Nationalist movements have 

been among the most influential social movements in the shaping of the modern 

world. Gellner argues that nationalism is largely the product of the industrialization 

process and is therefore a thoroughly modern phenomenon. 

However, Smith’s alternative argument suggests that many nations have links 

connecting them with their earlier ethnie, or ethnic communities, which makes them 

much older than eighteenth-century industrialization. As nations have diverged 

from earlier ethnies, we have been left with the phenomenon of nations without 

states, such as the Basques, Chechnyans and Kashmiris. These tend to relate to 

their nation-state hosts in different ways. Guibernau suggests three types of 

relationship: 

 a limited cultural autonomy (UK); 

 a regional political autonomy (Quebec, Flanders); 

 a forcible denial of recognition (Tibetans, Kurds, Palestinians). 

There are clear tensions between centralization and decentralization caused by the 

globalization of politics. For example, Pilkington argues that established national 

identities face a dual threat: growing European Union powers create pressure from 

above, whilst strong ethnic minority identities create pressure from below. These 

pressures call into question whether the nation-state has a future.  

While some groups hark back to earlier local identities to resist globalization, there 

is still a long list of groups aspiring to nation-state status, which perhaps suggests 

the nation-state is not finished just yet. 

War is the clash of two organized armed forces seeking to destroy each other’s 

power and will to resist by killing members of the opposing force. Wars are not 

natural or rooted in aggressive instinct but are engaged in as a result of political 

calculation and carried out in organized ways. As Clausewitz said, war is the 

continuation of political intercourse by other means. 

The conduct of wars has changed considerably over time. Shaw argues that recent 

conflicts, such as those involving Western troops in Afghanistan and Iraq, have the 

character of risk-transfer wars. That is, attempts are made to protect soldiers’ lives 

to avoid damaging publicity for politicians at home, with the risks of war being 

transferred to the civilian population, harm to which is often referred to as 

‘collateral damage’.  



Genocide is a form of war in which social groups (rather than armies) are the enemy 

and attempts are made to destroy those groups that are identified as enemies.  

Kaldor argues that old-style warfare is giving way to new forms of waging war. The 

industrialized total wars seen in the twentieth century were very different from the 

smaller localized wars fought in previous times. However, today the revolution in 

military affairs (RMA) suggests that the use of information technology is 

transforming war again, bringing about low-intensity conflicts such as that fought in 

Bosnia, 1992-5. However, the low-intensity conflicts today include many 

transnational connections involving mercenaries, diaspora volunteers, international 

peacekeeping forces, and so on, which marks them out as very different types of 

‘localized’ conflict.  

There has recently been an increase in sociological interest in peace processes – all 

of those official and informal activities aimed at preventing future violence and 

ensuring fairness and equitable resource distribution in post-conflict situations. 

There is an important role for a sociological perspective here, as sociology offers 

analyses that look at peace processes as they are played out across the whole of 

society. This includes assessing the roles played by the many groups and 

organizations that make up civil society, as well as the professional negotiators, 

politicians and official initiatives which form the basis of most other studies. 

Terrorism – the use of violence to intimidate civilian populations by non-state actors 

pursuing political goals – has its roots in the counter-revolutionary response to the 

French Revolution. However, sociologists disagree about the concept’s neutrality 

and whether states can also be said to carry out terrorist acts. It is also the case 

that over time terrorist groups can become part of the establishment, as occurred 

with the ANC in South Africa.  

A distinction can be made between old-style and new-style terrorism. Much old-style 

terrorism, such as the IRA and ETA campaigns, was aimed at establishing nation-

states and was characterized by limited territorial disputes and limited local 

organization. New-style terrorism, as practised by followers of so-called Islamic 

State for example, tends to be global in its ambitions, is organized transnationally 

using relatively loose networks of activists, and recruits its members internationally. 

New-style terrorists have also been prepared to use extreme violence against 

civilians in disparate locations across the world as part of their broader campaigns.  

Recent cosmopolitan thinkers suggest that the decentring of the nation-state may 

present new opportunities for international institutions to be more active in conflict 

prevention and resolution, opening the way for a global cosmopolitan democracy of 

equal citizens. 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 22 Nations, War and Terrorism 

Why has there been a resurgence of ethnic conflict and nationalism at a time 

when the world is becoming more unified and interconnected? 

There is a lot of work to do with this question before you are ready to proceed with 

an essay. There are actually four explicit claims here: 1) that there has been a 

resurgence of ethnic conflict; 2) that there has been a resurgence of nationalism; 3) 

that the world is becoming more unified; and 4) that the world is becoming more 

interconnected. Beyond this, there are some implicit assumptions: first, that ethnic 

conflict and nationalism are very similar or related phenomena; and second, that 

an association between the strength of ethnic and national claims and the degree of 

global integration is counterintuitive. It is being suggested that we ought to expect 

such sentiments to decline with the onset of globalization. In short, we have a 

puzzle. 

Nationalist movements are discussed in the chapter on pages 958-63. This section 

will give you a skeleton, but this is such a wide-ranging question that you will need 

to draw upon additional material from elsewhere. The treatment of ethnic 

integration and ethnic conflict in Chapter 16 is indispensable, as it not only looks at 

potential models for multi-ethnic societies but also introduces instances where such 

aspirations have fallen short and genocide has resulted. Equally important are the 

maps and text dealing with global migration, as physical movement is one very 

obvious manifestation of a more interconnected world. You will also need some 

broad appreciation of the forces of globalization and returning to Chapter 4 might 

help.  

Setting out some definitions of ethnicity and nationalism is a useful start, but to get 

some purchase on the question you have to go much further and address the 

apparent puzzle alluded to above. This requires some discipline in your writing and 

intelligent use of examples. The text gives you numerous, albeit brief, examples 

(such as Sudan, Nigeria). There is also an excellent discussion of three instances of 

‘nations without states’ (pp. 962-3) which should be helpful. 

Tackling the link between globalization and nationalism requires some imaginative 

thinking. On the one hand, inter-connectedness does not guarantee greater unity. 

Global communications and greater exposure to the ideas and practices of others 

may only succeed in drawing our attention to things of which we deeply disapprove 

or that we find distasteful. The spread of an increasingly homogeneous and 

overwhelmingly Anglo-American global culture can act as a starting point for 

renewed pride in ‘local’ national traditions, not least in terms of language. Thus ‘the 

global’ acts as something for ‘the local’ to kick against. 



There are also unexpected ironies. Globalization may not unify us all, but it does 

widely disseminate information about world political events, allowing remote ethnic 

nationalisms to become globally supportable causes. What it gives with one hand, 

however, it can take away with the other. Globalization is widely seen as bringing 

the gift of modernity to state after state. Many modernization campaigns have been 

accompanied by attempts at nation-building, for example in multi-ethnic India since 

the 1940s. Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine are vivid recent example of the 

intractable problems often faced by would-be nation builders. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 22 – Nations, War and Terrorism 
 
Internet Modern History at Fordham University, USA – much useful historical material on nationalism 
The Nationalism Project – a clearing house for scholarly resources on nations and nationalism, including some of the 
key figures in the field 
Centre for the History of War and Society, University of Sussex – useful materials on the impact of war on societies 
The Web Genocide Documentation Centre, based at the University of the West of England – archived resources on 
genocide, war crimes and episodes of mass killing 
The Peace Research Institute, Oslo – conducts research into peaceful coexistence between states, people and groups 
CSTPV – Handa Centre for the Study of Terrorism and Political Violence, University of St Andrews in Scotland – many 
links here to terror-related websites and its own journal 
GTReC – Global Terrorism Research Centre, based at Monash University, Australia – research studies, projects and 
other resources here 

 
 

http://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/modsbook17.asp
http://www.nationalismproject.org/
http://www.nationalismproject.org/
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/chws
http://www.phdn.org/archives/www.ess.uwe.ac.uk/genocide
http://www.phdn.org/archives/www.ess.uwe.ac.uk/genocide
http://www.prio.org/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~cstpv
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~cstpv
http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/gtrec
http://artsonline.monash.edu.au/gtrec


Glossary 

 

A 

Absent father  A father who, as a result of divorce or for other reasons, has little or no contact with his children. 

Absolute poverty  Poverty as defined in terms of the minimum requirements necessary to sustain a healthy 

existence. 

Achieved status  Social status based on an individual’s effort, rather than traits assigned by biological factors. 

Examples include ‘veteran’, ‘graduate’ or ‘doctor’. 

Affective individualism  The belief in romantic attachment as a basis for contracting marriage ties. 

Age-grade  The system in small-scale cultures in which people belonging to a similar age group are categorized 

together and have similar rights and obligations. 

Ageing  The combination of biological, psychological and social processes that affect people as they grow 

older. 

Ageism  Discrimination or prejudice against a person on the grounds of age. 

Agencies of socialization  Social contexts within which processes of socialization take place. The family, peer 

groups, schools, the media and the workplace are key socializing agencies. 

Agrarian societies  Societies whose means of subsistence is based on agricultural production (crop-growing). 

Alienation  The feeling that we are losing control over our own abilities as human beings. Karl Marx saw 

alienation under capitalism as workers’ loss of control over their labour tasks, the products of their labour, 

other workers and their essential ‘species being’.   

Al-Qaeda  Literally, ‘the base’ – a global network of terrorist activists whose stated ideology is ‘radical 

Islamist’, seeking to install an Islamic caliphate and remove foreign influence from Muslim countries. 

Founded in Afghanistan in 1988/9, its leader until his assassination in 2011 was Osama bin Laden.  

Alter-globalization movements  An international or global coalition of groups and protest networks that is 

opposed to the dominant, neo-liberal, global economy but advocates alternative forms of cooperative 

globalization under the slogan ‘Another world is possible’.  

Alternative medicine  Numerous therapies which lie outside orthodox biomedical practice and tend to adopt a 

holistic approach to health and illness.  

Animism  The belief that events in the world are mobilized by the activities of spirits. 

Anomie  ‘Normlesseness’ or a lack of social norms. Used by Durkheim to describe desperate feelings of 

aimlessness and despair provoked by rapid social change, which loosens the hold of existing norms. 

Anthropogenic climate change  Any significant change in the global climate (mainly global warming) brought 

about wholly or in part by human activities. 

Apartheid  The official system of racial segregation established in South Africa between 1948 and 1994. 

Applied social research  Research which not only aims to understand or explain social problems but also 

contributes to solving them.   

Ascribed status  Social status based on biological factors, such as race, sex or age. 

Assimilation  The acceptance of a minority group by a majority population, in which the former adopts the 

values and norms of the dominant culture. 



Assisted dying  An option being sought by campaigners that would allow terminally ill people (who meet 

certain criteria ) to take prescribed life-ending medication. 

Asylum-seeker  A person who has applied for refuge in a foreign country because of fear of religious or 

political persecution in his or her country of origin. 

Atavism  In criminology, a nineteenth-century theory that criminals display traits held over from the history of 

human evolution which accounts for their criminality. 

Austerity politics  The framework of discussion or discourse, which developed after the 2008 global financial 

crisis, that focuses on reducing the budget deficits of governments through a mix of public spending cuts 

and tax increases.  

Authoritarian states  Political systems in which the needs and interests of the state take priority over those of 

citizens and participation in politics is severely limited or denied. 

Authority  Following Max Weber, the legitimate power which one person or a group holds over another. 

Authority depends on the acceptance by subordinates of the right of those above them to give orders or 

directives. 

Automation  Production processes monitored and controlled by machines with only minimal supervision from 

people. 

B 

Back region  An area away from ‘front region’ performances (such as staff rest rooms in restaurants), where 

individuals are able to relax and behave in an informal way. 

Bias  Generally a preference or an inclination, especially one that inhibits impartial judgement. In statistical 

sampling or testing, an error caused by systematically favouring some outcomes over others. 

Big data analytics  The process of analysing very large datasets to uncover patterns, trends and correlations. 

Big Society  The idea, adopted by the British prime minister David Cameron, that an expanded and strengthened 

civil society generates individual responsibility and community cohesion, enabling less state involvement 

in society.  

Bilateral  ‘On both sides’ – used to describe political negotiations between two parties. 

Binuclear families  Family structure in which a child has parents living in two different homes after separating, 

with both still involved in the child’s upbringing. 

Biodiversity  The diversity of species of life forms on planet Earth. 

Biographical research  Research that takes individual lives or life histories as the main focus. Oral histories, 

life stories, autobiographies and biographies are examples. 

Biomedical model  A set of principles underpinning Western medical systems and practices. Biomedicine 

defines diseases objectively via the presence of recognized symptoms and treats illness according to 

scientific principles.  

Bisexual  An orientation of sexual activities or feelings towards people of either sex. 

Black feminism  A strand of feminist thought highlighting the multiple disadvantages of gender, class and race 

which shape the experiences of non-white women. Black feminists reject the idea of a single unified 

gender oppression experienced evenly by all women.  

Bureaucracy  Hierarchical organizational forms based on a pyramid of authority. According to Weber, modern 

bureaucracy is the most efficient type of large-scale human organization and thus is likely to spread.  



C 

Capital punishment  State-sanctioned execution of a person who has been convicted of a crime punishable by 

death; commonly known as the ‘death penalty’. 

Capitalism  An economic system based on profit-seeking and market exchange. ‘Capital’ refers to any asset, 

including money, property and machines, which can be used to produce commodities for sale or invested 

in a market with the hope of achieving a profit.  

Capitalists  Those who own the means of production – companies, land, stocks and shares – and use these to 

generate an economic return. 

Caste  A form of stratification in which an individual’s social position is fixed at birth and cannot be changed. 

India’s caste system has been established for the longest time. 

Causal relationship  A relationship in which one state of affairs – the effect – is brought about by another – the 

cause. 

Causation  The causal influence of one factor on another. Causal factors in sociology include the reasons 

individuals give for what they do, as well as external influences on their behaviour. 

Childhood  The early period of a person’s life, usually divided into stages (such as infant, child, youth), leading 

towards adulthood. Childhood is always subject to social construction. 

Church  A large body of people belonging to an established religious organization. Churches normally have a 

formal structure with a hierarchy of religious officials.  

Cisgender  A term denoting people whose gender identity and/or performance corresponds with that which is  

assigned gender at birth or according to dominant norms of masculinity and femininity. 

Citizen  A member of a political community, having both rights and duties associated with that membership. 

Civil inattention  The process whereby individuals in the same physical setting demonstrate to one another that 

they are aware of one another’s presence, without being threatening or overly friendly. 

Civil partnership  A legally sanctioned relationship between two people of the same sex; it gives same-sex 

couples legal recognition as well as some or all of the rights of married couples.  

Civil society  The realm of activity between the state and the market, including family, schools, community 

associations and non-economic institutions.  

Civilizing process  A theory of social change in the work of Norbert Elias, linking the formation of European 

nation-states with the pacification of society, changes in the internalized emotional controls of individuals 

and social codes of manners.       

Class  For Marx, a group of people standing in a common relationship to the means of production as owners or 

non-owners. Weber saw class as an economic category but stressed its interaction with social status and 

the affinities of ‘party’ affiliation. More recent definitions stress occupation, the ownership of property and 

wealth or lifestyles. 

Class consciousness  The process through which the working classes in capitalist societies would become aware 

of their subordinate and exploited class position. In Marxist theory, this is a necessary step towards 

revolution. 

Clock time  Time as measured by the clock – that is, assessed in hours, minutes and seconds – rather than as 

measured by the rising and setting of the sun. 



Cloud computing  The practice of using a service over the Internet, via remote datacentres which store, manage 

and process data, rather than an individual device.   

Cognition  Human thought processes involving perception, reasoning and remembering. 

Cohabitation  Two people living together in a sexual relationship of some permanence without being married 

to each other. 

Cohort  A group of people sharing common experiences within a certain period of time, usually in ‘birth 

cohorts’ – people born in the same year or few years. 

Cold War  The conflictual relationship between the USA and the Soviet Union, together with their allies, from 

the late 1940s until 1990. The period was known as the ‘Cold War’ because the two sides never engaged 

in direct military confrontation with each other. 

Collective behaviour  Group activities that normally emerge spontaneously, such as crowds, riots, crazes and 

panics.   

Collective consumption  A concept used by Manuel Castells, referring to the consumption of common goods 

promoted by the city, such as transport services and leisure amenities. 

Collective effervescence  The sense of heightened energy created in collective gatherings and rituals, used by 

Durkheim to explain the religious experience as essentially social. 

Colonialism  The process through which Western nations established their rule in parts of the world far away 

from their home territories. 

Communication  The transmission of information from one individual or group to another, including face-to-

face conversation, the use of language and bodily cues, and print and electronic media such as Internet 

chatrooms and smartphones.  

Communism  Theoretically, a society characterized by communal ownership of the means of production and 

distribution. Usually associated with Karl Marx and used to describe the former Soviet Union and much of 

Eastern Europe. 

Comparative questions  Questions concerned with drawing comparisons between one context in a society and 

another, or contrasting examples from different societies, for the purposes of sociological theory or 

research. 

Comparative research  Research that compares a set of findings about one society with the same type of 

findings about other societies. 

Complicit masculinity  R. W. Connell’s term for a type of masculinity embodied by many men who do not live 

up to the ideal of ‘hegemonic masculinity’, yet benefit from its dominant position in the gender order. 

Compulsion of proximity  A need felt by individuals to interact with others in face-to-face settings rather than 

at a distance. 

Concrete operational stage  A stage of cognitive development in Piaget’s theory, in which the child’s thinking 

is based primarily on physical perception of the world rather than abstract concepts or hypothetical 

situations. 

Conflict theories  Sociological theories which focus on the tensions, divisions and competing interests that are 

present in all human societies as groups struggle to gain access to and control scarce resources.  

Confluent love  Active and contingent forms of love, as opposed to the ‘forever’ qualities of romantic love.  



Consumer society  A type of society which promotes the consumption of mass-produced products, partly 

through the ideology of consumerism, which suggests that increasing mass consumption is beneficial for 

all. 

Control theory  A theory which sees crime as the outcome of an imbalance between impulses towards criminal 

activity and the controls which deter it. Criminals are seen as rational beings who maximize rewards 

unless rendered unable to do so through social or physical controls. 

Controls  A statistical or experimental means of holding some variables constant in order to examine the causal 

influence of other variables. 

Conurbation  A clustering of towns or cities in an unbroken urban environment. 

Convenience sample  The arbitrary selection of respondents for a study, based on simple opportunity rather 

than a rigorous quest for representativeness; used to study hard-to-reach social groups.  

Conversation analysis  The empirical study of conversations, employing techniques drawn from 

ethnomethodology. Conversation analysis tries to uncover the organizational principles of talk and its role 

in the social order. 

Core countries  According to world-systems theory, the most advanced industrial countries, which take the 

lion’s share of profits from the world economic system. 

Corporate crime  Offences and major harm committed by large corporations in society, including pollution, 

false advertising and violations of health and safety regulations. 

Corporate culture  A branch of management theory that seeks to increase productivity and competitiveness 

through the creation of a unique organizational culture involving all members of a firm.  

Corporation  A type of organization that is a legal entity in its own right and has both rights and 

responsibilities. Business corporations are created by groups of shareholders who own the corporation and 

organize its effective management. 

Correlation  A regular relationship between two dimensions or variables, often expressed in statistical terms. 

Correlations may be positive or negative. A positive correlation exists where a high rank on one variable is 

regularly associated with a high rank on the other. A negative correlation exists where a high rank on one 

variable is regularly associated with a low rank on the other. 

Correlation coefficient  A measure of the degree of correlation between two variables. 

Cosmopolitanism  A concept describing the shift beyond nation-state-based thinking towards analysing the 

human world as a single community. 

Created environment  Those aspects of the physical world deriving from the application of technology, such as 

cities and towns involving roads, railways, factories, offices, private homes and other buildings. 

Credit crunch  A term coined in 2008 to describe the severe shortage of credit availability and money in the 

global economy as a result of unprecedented mortgage defaults in the USA and elsewhere.  

Crime  Any action that contravenes the laws established by a political authority.  

Criminalization  The processes through which certain individuals, groups or behaviour become categorized as 

criminal and therefore subject to legal sanctions. 

Criminology  The study of forms of behaviour that are sanctioned by criminal law and justice systems. 

Crisis of masculinity  The idea that traditional forms of masculinity are being undermined and that young men 

are unsure of themselves and their role in society. 



Critical race theory (CRT)  A perspective on ethnic relations which begins from the premise that racism is 

embedded in legal systems and other social institutions and is the normal, everyday experience of many 

minority ethnic groups. 

Critical realism  An approach to science which insists on the existence of an objective external reality that is 

amenable to investigation (contrast with social constructionism). Critical realists look to uncover the 

underlying causes of observable events, which are not usually directly observable.  

Crude birth rate  A basic statistical measure representing the number of births within a given population per 

year, normally calculated in terms of the number of births per 1,000 members.  

Crude death rate  A statistical measure representing the number of deaths that occur annually in a given 

population per year, normally calculated as the ratio of deaths per 1,000 members.  

Cult  A fragmentary religious grouping to which individuals are loosely affiliated but which lacks any 

permanent structure. Cults quite often form round an inspirational leader. 

Cultural capital  Types of knowledge, skills and education which confer advantages on those who acquire 

them. Cultural capital can be embodied (in forms of speech or bodily comportment), objectified (in 

cultural products such as works of art) or institutionalized (in educational qualifications). 

Cultural pluralism  The coexistence of numerous cultures within a given society. 

Cultural reproduction  The transmission of cultural values and norms from generation to generation. Cultural 

reproduction refers to the mechanisms by which continuity of cultural experience is sustained across time.  

Culture  The values, norms, habits and ways of life characteristic of a coherent social  group.  

Culture of poverty  The thesis that poverty is not the result of individual inadequacies but the outcome of being 

socialized into a wider culture that transmits values, beliefs, lifestyles, habits and traditions common 

among people in conditions of material deprivation. 

Cyberbullying  The targeting, harassment and threatening of people via digital technologies, including social 

media, chatrooms, email and text messaging. 

Cybercrime  Criminal activities conducted through electronic networks or involving the use of new information 

technologies. Electronic money laundering, personal identity theft and electronic hacking are types of 

cybercrime. 

Cyberspace  Electronic networks of interaction between individuals at different computer terminals, linking 

people in a dimension  that crosses space and territorial boundaries. 

D 

De-bureaucratization  Decline in the predominance of Weberian-style bureaucracies as the typical 

organizational form within modern society. 

Decommodification  In the context of welfare provision, the degree to which welfare services are free of 

market principles. In a commodified system, welfare services are treated as commodities to be sold on the 

market. 

Deforestation  The destruction of forested land, often by commercial logging. 

Degree of dispersal  The range or distribution of a set of figures. 

Deinstitutionalization  The process by which individuals cared for in state facilities are returned to their 

families or to community-based residences. 



Democracy  A political system providing for the participation of citizens in political decision-making, often by 

the election of representatives to governing bodies. 

Demographic transition  An interpretation of long-term population change, which suggests a series of stages in 

the ratio of births to deaths, culminating in population stability once a certain level of economic prosperity 

has been reached.  

Demography  The study of the characteristics of human populations, including their size, composition and 

dynamics. 

Denomination  A religious sect which has lost its revivalist dynamism and has become an institutionalized 

body commanding the adherence of significant numbers of people. 

Dependency culture  A term popularized by Charles Murray to describe the way that reliance on welfare 

benefits undermines individuals’ capacity to forge a living through their own efforts.   

Dependency ratio  The ratio of people of dependent ages (children and the elderly) to people of economically 

active ages. 

Dependency theory  Theory of economic development, derived from Marxism, arguing that the poverty of low-

income countries stems directly from their exploitation by wealthy countries and the transnational 

corporations that are based in the latter. 

Dependent variable  A variable, or factor, causally influenced by another (the independent variable). 

Desertification  Instances of intense land degradation resulting in desert-like conditions over large areas. 

Deskilling  The process through which the skills of workers are downgraded or, over time, eliminated and taken 

over by machines and/or managers.  

Developed countries  Those high-income countries that have undergone a process of industrialization and have 

relatively high GDP per capita and high living standards. 

Developing countries  Those low-income countries which have relatively low GDP per capita and have not yet 

industrialized as fully as the developed societies.  

Developmental questions  Questions posed by sociologists trying to understand the origins and paths of 

development of social institutions from the past to the present. 

Deviance  Actions which do not conform to the norms or values held by most of the members of a group or 

society. What is regarded as ‘deviant’ varies widely across societies. 

Deviancy amplification  The consequence when an agency of control unintentionally provokes more 

(amplifies) deviant behaviour.  

Deviant subculture  A subculture whose members have values which differ substantially from those of the 

majority in a society. 

Diaspora  The dispersal of an ethnic population from an original homeland into foreign areas, often in a forced 

manner or under traumatic circumstances. 

Differential racialization  The history and experience of different ethnic groups in relation to the stereotypes 

and characterizations of them deployed at various times by the dominant groups in societies.    

Direct action  A form of political action, associated with new social movements, in which activists protest at 

the actual site of the issue at hand – for instance, climate change activists clamping themselves to aircraft 

on runways rather than lobbying MPs.     



Disability studies  A field of inquiry that investigates the position of disabled people in society, including their 

experiences, their history and campaigns, and their organizations.  

Discourse analysis  A general term covering several approaches to the study of the impact of language in 

society. Most sociological versions aim to understand language use within specific social and historical 

contexts. 

Discourses  The frameworks of thinking in a particular area of social life. For instance, the discourse of 

criminality refers to dominant ways of thinking about and discussing crime. 

Discrimination  Actions which deny to the members of a particular group the resources or rewards that are 

available to the majority.  

Disengagement theory  A functionalist theory of ageing which holds that it is functional for society to remove 

people from their traditional roles when they become elderly, thereby freeing up those roles for others. 

Displacement  The transferring of ideas or emotions from their true source to another object. 

Division of labour  The division of a production or economic system into specialized work tasks or 

occupations, creating economic interdependence.   

Doubling time  The time it takes for a particular level of population to double. 

Dramaturgical analysis  Goffman’s approach to the study of social interaction, based on the use of metaphors 

derived from the theatre. 

Dualism  Literally, the condition of being divided into two parts. In sociological theorizing, dualisms include 

mind and body, individual and society, structure and agency, micro and macro.    

Dysfunction  Features of social life that challenge or create tensions in a social system. 

E 

Eco-efficiency  The development of technologies that generate economic growth, but which do so at minimal 

cost to the natural environment. 

Ecological citizenship  A relatively recent extension of citizenship to include the rights and responsibilities of 

people towards the natural environment or ‘nature’. 

Ecological modernization  Economic development that also incorporates environmental protection. Advocates 

of ecological modernization argue that economic growth and ecological protection are not incompatible. 

Economic capital  In Pierre Bourdieu’s work, resources such as money, property or land that form part of a 

system of material exchange.  

Economic interdependence  The outcome of specialization and the division of labour, when people come to 

depend on one another for the things they need to sustain their lives.  

Economic sociology  The study of economic phenomena, including markets, corporations, finance and work, 

using sociological theories and concepts. 

Economy  The system of production and exchange which provides for the material needs of individuals living 

in a given society. Economic systems differ markedly; capitalism has become the most dynamic and 

widely adopted system in the contemporary world. 

Education  A social institution which promotes and enables the transmission of knowledge and skills across 

generations.  

Egocentric  Egocentric thinking involves understanding objects and events in the environment solely in terms 

of a very young child’s own position. 



Elaborated code  A form of speech, typical of the middle classes, involving the deliberate and constructed use 

of words to designate precise meanings, that is adaptable to various cultural settings.  

Embodiment  In sociology, the notion that self-experience and identity are bounded by individual bodies which 

express and partly shape self-identities. 

Embourgeoisement thesis  The process through which middle-class aspirations and styles of life become 

institutionalized within the working class.   

Emigration  The movement of people out of one country in order to settle in another. 

Emotional intelligence  The ability of individuals to use their emotions to develop qualities such as empathy, 

self-control, enthusiasm and persistence. 

Emphasized femininity  In R. W. Connell’s writings, emphasized femininity is an important complement to 

hegemonic masculinity, because it is oriented to accommodating the interests and needs of men. Many 

representations of women in the media embody emphasized femininity. 

Empirical investigation  Factual inquiry carried out in any given area of sociological study. 

Encounter  A meeting between two or more individuals in a situation of face-to-face interaction. In modern 

societies, many encounters involve strangers rather than friends and family.  

Endogamy  The forbidding of marriage or sexual relations outside one’s social group. 

Endogenous  In sociology, things which develop or originate within the society being studied rather than being 

introduced from outside (exogenous). 

Entrepreneur  Someone who starts or owns a business venture and takes personal responsibility for the risks 

involved and the potential rewards gained. 

Environment  The non-human, natural world within which human societies exist. In its broadest sense, the 

environment is the planet Earth. 

Environmental criminology  An approach to crime reduction and prevention focusing on designing crime-

resistant environments rather than trying to reform criminals. 

Environmental issues  All of those issues in society which involve both social relations and non-human, 

natural phenomena – that is, they are hybrids of society and nature. 

Environmental justice  The idea that all people have the right to a healthy and sustainable environment. 

Campaigns have focused on removing the disproportionate environmental risks borne by poor 

communities. 

Epidemic   The occurrence of an infectious disease which spreads rapidly throughout a particular community. 

Epidemiology  The study of the distribution and incidence of disease and illness within a  population. 

Essentialism  The assumption that human behaviour and/or social phenomena can be explained with reference 

to a fixed ‘human nature’ or some other immutable and universal biological element(s). 

Estate  A form of stratification involving inequalities between groups of individuals established by law.  

Ethical religions  Religions which depend on the ethical appeal of a ‘great teacher’ (such as Buddha or 

Confucius) rather than on a belief in supernatural beings. 

Ethnic cleansing  The creation of ethnically homogeneous territories through the mass expulsion of other ethnic 

populations. 

Ethnicity  A form of social identity related to ‘descent and cultural differences’ which become effective or 

active in certain social contexts. 



Ethnie  A term used by Anthony Smith to describe a group that shares ideas of common ancestry, a common 

cultural identity and a link with a specific homeland. 

Ethnocentrism  Understanding the ideas or practices of another culture in terms of one’s own. Ethnocentrism 

judges other cultures negatively in comparison with the host culture.  

Ethnography  The study of people at first hand using participant observation or interviewing. 

Ethnomethodology  The study of how people make sense of what others say and do in the course of day-to-day 

social interaction. Ethnomethodology is concerned with the ‘ethnomethods’ by means of which human 

beings sustain meaningful interchanges with one another. 

Eugenics  Attempts to improve the fitness of the human race through selective reproduction methods. 

Euthanasia  The intentional ending of a person’s life in order to relieve extreme suffering.  

Evangelicalism  A form of Protestantism characterized by a belief in spiritual rebirth (being ‘born again’). 

Experiment  A research method in which a hypothesis can be tested in a controlled and systematic way, either 

in an artificial situation constructed by the researcher or in naturally occurring settings. 

Exploitation  A social or institutional relationship in which one party benefits at the expense of the other 

through an imbalance in power. 

Extended family  A family group consisting of more than two generations of close relatives living in the same 

household or in close and continuous relationships with one another. 

External risk  Hazards that spring from the natural world and are unrelated to the actions of humans, such as 

droughts, earthquakes, famines and storms. 

F 

Factual questions  Questions that raise issues concerning matters of fact rather than theoretical or moral issues. 

Family  A group of individuals related to one another by blood ties, marriage or adoption that form a unit, the 

adult members of which are responsible for the upbringing of children.  

Family capitalism  Capitalistic enterprise owned and administered by entrepreneurial families. 

Family displays  All of the ways by which people demonstrate to others that they are engaged in appropriate 

‘family’ practices and relationships. 

Family practices  All of those activities engaged in by people which they perceive to be related to family life.  

Fecundity  A measure of the number of children that it is biologically possible for a woman to produce. 

Feminist theories  Those theories which emphasize the centrality of gender for any analysis of the social world. 

All strands of feminist theory share the desire to explain gender inequalities in society and to work to 

overcome them. 

Fertility  The average number of live-born children produced by women of childbearing age in a particular 

society. 

Field  In Pierre Bourdieu’s work, the social contexts within which people struggle for competitive advantage 

and dominance using various forms of capital. Each field has its own set of rules: for instance, art and art 

appreciation has a very different set of rules to that of business. 

Figurational sociology  A theoretical perspective, stemming from the work of Norbert Elias, which dispenses 

with philosophical forms of thinking, insisting that sociology is a distinct subject that studies people and 

the interdependent relations they form with one another.     



Figurations  In figurational sociology, the social patterns formed by the interweaving of people who are 

inevitably in relations of interdependence with one another.   

Flexible production  Process in which computers design customized products for a mass market. 

Focus group  A small group of people, selected from a larger sample, to take part in a discussion on topics of 

interest to the researcher. 

Focused interaction  Interaction between individuals engaged in a common activity or a direct conversation 

with one another. 

Fordism  The system of production and consumption pioneered by Henry Ford, involving the introduction of 

the moving assembly line, linking methods of mass production to the cultivation of a mass market for the 

goods produced, such as Ford’s Model T car. 

Formal operational stage  According to Piaget, a stage of cognitive development at which the growing child 

becomes capable of handling abstract concepts and hypothetical situations. 

Formal relations  Relations which exist in groups and organizations laid down by the norms or rules of the 

‘official’ system of authority. 

Front region  A setting of social activity in which individuals seek to put on a definite ‘performance’ for others. 

Functionalism  A theoretical perspective based on the idea that social institutions can best be explained in terms 

of the functions they perform – that is, the contributions they make to the continuity of a society.  

Fundamentalism  A religious belief in returning to the literal meanings of scriptural texts; also used to describe 

movements based on this belief.  

G 

Gender  Social expectations about behaviour regarded as appropriate for the members of each sex, 

conventionally as masculine or feminine.  

Gender inequality  The differences in the status, power and prestige that women and men have in groups, 

collectivities and societies. 

Gender order  A term associated with the writings of R. W. Connell to represent the structured power relations 

between masculinities and femininities that exist in society. 

Gender regime  The configuration of gender relations within a particular setting, such as a school, a family or a 

neighbourhood. 

Gender relations  The societally patterned interactions between men and women. 

Gender roles  Social roles assigned to each sex and labelled as masculine or feminine. 

Gender socialization  The processes through which individuals develop different gender characteristics in the 

course of socialization. 

Generalized other  In the work of George Herbert Mead, when the individual takes over the general values of a 

given group or society during the socialization process. 

Generation  The whole group of individuals who are born and are living at the same time. Generations are born 

into and their experience is shaped by a particular society.  

Genetically modified organisms  Plants or crops that have been produced through manipulation of the genes 

that compose them. 

Genocide  The systematic, planned attempt to destroy a racial, political or cultural group. 



Genre  In media studies, a distinct type of media product or cultural item – for example, in television: soap 

opera, comedy, news programmes, sport and drama. 

Gentrification  A process of urban renewal in which older, decaying housing is refurbished by affluent people 

moving into the area. 

Geocentric transnationals  Transnational corporations characterized by an international management structure 

across numerous countries.  

Global city  A city, such as London, New York or Tokyo, which has become an organizing centre of the new 

global economy. 

Global commodity chains  A worldwide network of labour and production processes yielding a finished 

product. 

Global economic inequality  Inequalities of income and material standards of life between the nation-states of 

the world. Many studies of global economic inequality concentrate on the differences between the 

developed and the developing countries. 

Global governance  The framework of rules and norms governing international affairs and the diverse set of 

institutions needed to guarantee this framework. 

Global village  An idea associated with Marshall McLuhan, who saw the spread of electronic communication 

(such as TV and the Internet) as binding the world into a coherent single community. 

Global warming  The gradual increase in average temperature at the surface of the Earth. Although the 

‘greenhouse effect’ occurs naturally, global warming implies an enhanced greenhouse effect resulting 

from human activity.  

Globalization  Growing interdependence between different peoples, regions and countries as social and 

economic relationships come to stretch worldwide. 

Glocalization  The mix of globalizing processes and local contexts which often leads to a strengthening rather 

than diminishing of local and regional cultures.  

Government  We can speak of ‘government’ as a process or of ‘the government’ to refer to political authorities 

overseeing the implementation of their policies by officials. In most modern societies, political authorities 

are elected and their officials appointed on the basis of expertise and qualifications. 

Grand theories  Theories which attempt to arrive at an overall explanation of social life and/or overall social 

development. Karl Marx’s theory of class conflicts as the driving force of history is the best example. 

Greenhouse effect  The build-up of heat-trapping gases within the Earth’s atmosphere. A ‘natural’ greenhouse 

effect keeps the Earth’s temperatures at a comfortable level, but the build-up of high concentrations of 

greenhouse gases through human activities has been linked to rapid global warming. 

Greying  A term used to indicate that an increasing proportion of a society’s population is becoming elderly. 

Gross domestic product (GDP)  All the goods and services produced by a country’s economy in a particular 

year.  

Gross national income (GNI)  GDP plus net property income (interest, rent, dividends and profits) from 

abroad. GNI is now used in preference to GNP – gross national product – which is an older measure. 

Group closure  The means whereby a group establishes a clear boundary for itself and thereby separates itself 

from other groups. 

Group production  Production organized by means of small groups rather than individuals. 



H 

Habitus  In Pierre Bourdieu’s work, the set of dispositions (including ways of thinking and acting) which 

members of particular social groups and social classes acquire, largely unconsciously, by virtue of living 

in similar objective conditions. 

Hate crimes  Criminal acts (such as assaults) targeting members of a specific social group purely because of 

that membership. Hate crimes include attacks on members of religious or ethnic groups, gay men and 

lesbians, disabled people and others.       

Health technologies  Material (such as prosthetic limbs and ultrasound scanning) and social (such as fasting 

and dieting) interventions aimed at achieving a state of socially defined ‘good health’. 

Health transition  The shift from predominantly acute, infectious diseases to chronic non-infectious diseases as 

the main cause of death in a society.  

Hegemonic masculinity  In R. W. Connell’s work, the dominant form of masculinity within the gender 

hierarchy. In most Western societies today, hegemonic masculinity is associated with whiteness, 

heterosexuality, marriage, authority and physical toughness. 

Heteronormativity The dominant assumption and set of attitudes in a society that there are two genders (male 

and female) and that heterosexuality is the ‘natural’ norm.  

Heterosexuality  An orientation in sexual activity or feelings towards people of the opposite sex. 

Hidden curriculum  Traits of behaviour or attitudes that are learned at school, but not through a formal 

curriculum. The hidden curriculum is the ‘unstated agenda’ conveying, for example, aspects of gender 

differences. 

Higher education  Education beyond school level, in colleges or universities.   

High-trust systems  Organizations or work settings in which individuals are permitted a great deal of autonomy 

and control over the work task. 

Homeless people  Those who have no permanent residence and sleep over with friends and family, are 

temporarily housed by the state, or sleep in free shelters or public places. A small proportion of the 

homeless are ‘rough sleepers’.  

Homophobia  An irrational fear or hatred of homosexuals. 

Homosexual masculinity  According to Connell, forms of masculinity associated with gay men which are  

stigmatized and located at the bottom of the gender hierarchy for men.  

Homosexuality  The orientation of sexual activities or feelings towards others of the same sex. 

Household  All of the people occupying and residing in a housing unit, sharing common living rooms and 

making common provision for the essentials such as food.  

Housework  Unpaid work carried out, usually by women, in the home: domestic chores such as cooking, 

cleaning and shopping. 

Human trafficking  The forced movement of people across national borders or within countries for the 

purposes of sexual exploitation, labour, begging, adoption or delinquency. Most trafficked people are 

women, young adults and children. 

Hunting and gathering societies  Societies whose mode of subsistence is gained from hunting animals, fishing, 

and gathering edible plants. 



Hyperreality  The ‘more real than real’, hyperreality results from the spread of electronic communications, as 

there is no longer a separate ‘reality’ to which representations refer.  

Hypothesis  An idea, or an educated guess, about a given state of affairs, put forward in exact terms to provide 

the basis for empirical testing. 

Hypothetico-deductive method  A model of scientific practice which posits that science begins with a general 

hypothesis or theory about the world from which specific, testable hypotheses can be deduced and tested 

against observable evidence. 

I 

Iatrogenesis  ‘Physician-caused illness’. Ivan Illich saw clinical, social and cultural forms. Clinical iatrogenesis 

is when people become ill as a consequence of medical treatment.  Social and cultural iatrogenesis occur 

as medicine becomes powerful and dominant, deskilling ordinary people, who become dependent on 

medical professionals.  

Ideal type  A ‘pure type’, constructed by emphasizing certain traits of a given social phenomenon into an 

analytical model which does not necessarily exist anywhere in reality. An example is Max Weber’s model 

of bureaucratic organization. 

Identity  The distinctive aspects of a person’s character which relate to who they are and what is meaningful to 

them. The main sources are gender, sexual orientation, nationality or ethnicity, and social class.  

Ideology  Shared ideas or beliefs which serve to justify the interests of dominant groups.  

Immigration  The movement of people into one country from another for the purpose of settlement. 

Impression management  People’s attempt to ‘manage’ or control the impressions others have of them by 

choosing what to conceal and what to reveal. 

Incest  Sexual activity between close family members.  

Independent variable  A variable, or factor, that causally influences another (the dependent variable). 

Individual model of disability  A model which holds that individual limitations are the main cause of the 

problems experienced by disabled people: bodily ‘abnormality’ is seen as causing some degree of 

‘disability’ or functional limitation.   

Induction  A model of scientific practice which posits that scientists gather evidence from which patterns may 

be observed. General theories may follow which provide explanations for the observations and patterns. 

Industrial Revolution  The broad spectrum of social, economic and technological transformations that 

surrounded the development of modern forms of industry in the mid-eighteenth and the early twentieth 

century. 

Industrial societies  Societies in which the vast majority of the labour force works in industrial production or 

associated employment sectors. 

Industrialization  The replacement of human and animal labour with machines, beginning with the 

development of modern forms of industry in factories, machines and large-scale production processes.  

Infant mortality rate  The number of infants who die during the first year of life, per 1,000 live births. 

Informal economy  Economic transactions carried on outside the sphere of orthodox paid employment. 

Informal relations  Relations which exist in groups and organizations on the basis of personal connections; 

ways of doing things that depart from formal procedures. 



Informalization  The social process through which formal codes of manners and behaviour, characteristic of an 

earlier period, lose their hold, resulting in a wider range of acceptable behaviours. 

Information poverty  The ‘information poor’ consist of those who have little or no access to information 

technology, such as computers. 

Information society  A society no longer based primarily on the production of material goods but on the 

production of knowledge; closely bound up with the rise of information technology. 

Information technology  Forms of technology based on information processing and requiring microelectronic 

circuitry. 

Institutional capitalism  Capitalistic enterprise organized on the basis of institutional shareholding. 

Institutional racism  The collective failure of organizations to provide services to people because of their 

colour, culture or ethnic origin. This can involve processes, attitudes and behaviour and can intentionally 

or unwittingly generate prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantages 

minority ethnic people.  

Intelligence  Level of intellectual ability, particularly as measured by IQ (intelligence quotient) tests. 

Interactional vandalism  The deliberate subversion of the tacit rules of conversation. 

Intergenerational mobility  Movement up or down a social stratification hierarchy from one generation to 

another. 

International governmental organization (IGO)  An international organization established by treaties 

between governments for the purpose of conducting business between the nations making up its 

membership. 

International non-governmental organization (INGO)  An international organization established by 

agreements between the individuals or private organizations making up its membership. 

Internet  A global system of connections between computers allowing people to communicate with one another 

and find information on the worldwide web by visuals, sounds and text. 

Internet-based learning  Educational activity connected through the medium of the Internet. 

Interpretative sociology  Several approaches to the study of society, including symbolic interactionism and 

phenomenology, which investigate the meaningful character of social life for its participants.  

Intersectionality  The study of multiple oppressions and their impact. For instance, where class and ethnicity or 

gender and class overlap, people may face deeper and more complex forms of inequality. 

Interviews  One-to-one conversations aimed at eliciting information about some aspect of social life. Interviews 

can be structured, semi-structured or open-ended depending on the kind of information being sought.  

Intragenerational mobility  Movement up or down a social stratification hierarchy within the course of an 

individual career. 

IQ  Short for ‘intelligence quotient’, a score attained on tests consisting of a mixture of conceptual and 

computational problems. 

Iron law of oligarchy  A term coined by Robert Michels, meaning that large organizations always centralize 

power in the hands of a small minority. 

J 

Job insecurity  A sense of apprehension experienced by employees about both the stability of their work 

position and their role within the workplace. 



K 

Kinship  Relationships which link individuals through blood ties, marriage or adoption. Kinship relations are 

involved in marriage and the family but extend much more broadly.  

Knowledge economy  A society no longer based primarily on the production of material goods but on the 

production of knowledge in universities and research facilities, which is applied to production.  

Knowledge society  Another common term for the information society – a society based on the production and 

consumption of knowledge and information. 

Kuznets Curve  A formula, advanced by the economist Simon Kuznets, showing that inequality increases 

during the early stages of industrial capitalism, then declines, and eventually stabilizes at a relatively low 

level. 

L 

Labelling theory  An approach to the study of deviance which suggests that people become ‘deviant’ in part 

through the application of labels by others.  

Latent functions  Functional consequences that are not intended or recognized by the members of a social 

system in which they occur. 

Lateral mobility  Movement of individuals from one region of a country to another, or across countries. 

Left Realism  A strain of criminology, popularized in the 1980s by the work of Lea and Young, that focused on 

the victims of crime and called for socialist criminology to engage with issues of crime control and social 

policy. 

Legitimacy  The acceptance by those being governed that a given situation is just and valid. 

Lesbianism  Homosexual activities or attachment between women. 

Liberal democracy  A system of democracy based on parliamentary institutions, coupled to the free market 

system in the area of economic production. 

Liberal feminism  A type of feminist theory that sees gender inequality as the product of reduced access for 

women and girls to equal rights. Liberal feminists seek solutions through legislative change. 

Life course  The various transitions people experience over their lives. Such transitions vary widely across 

history and cultures, thus the life course is socially as well as biologically shaped (contrast with life cycle). 

Life cycle  The common-sense view that all human beings pass through the same biological stages from birth to 

death (contrast with life course). 

Life expectancy  The length of time, on average, that people can expect to live. Specifically, the number of 

years a newborn infant can be expected to live if prevailing patterns of mortality stay the same throughout 

life.  

Life histories  Studies of the overall lives of individuals, often based both on self-reporting and documents such 

as letters or diaries. 

Life span  The maximum length of life that is biologically possible for a member of a given species. 

Lifelong learning  The idea that learning and the acquisition of skills should occur at all stages of an 

individual’s life, not simply in the compulsory, formal educational system. Adult continuing education 

programmes, mid-career training, Internet-based learning opportunities, and community-based ‘learning 

banks’ are all forms of lifelong learning. 



Lifestyle choices  Decisions made by individuals about their consumption of goods, services and culture; these 

are seen by many sociologists as important reflections of class positions. 

Lifeworld  The everyday world of routine, lived experience. A concept devised by Alfred Schutz, it forms the 

basic subject matter of phenomenological sociology.  

Literacy  The ability to read and write. 

Low-trust systems  An organizational or work setting in which individuals are allowed little responsibility for, 

or control over, the work task. 

M 

Macrosociology  The study of large-scale groups, organizations or social systems. 

Majority/minority worlds   Umbrella terms to describe collectively the societies of the global South, which 

constitute the majority of the world’s population, and those of the global North, which form the minority; 

an alternative conceptualization of the commonly used ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries. 

Male breadwinner  Until recently, in many developed societies the traditional role of the man in providing for 

the whole family through employment outside the home. The ‘male breadwinner model’ has declined in 

significance with the steady growth in the number of women entering the labour market. 

Male inexpressiveness  The difficulties men have in expressing, or talking about, their feelings to others. 

Malestream sociology  Most of the sociological theories and research before the feminist interventions of the 

1960s and later, which paid scant regard to women or issues of gender relations. 

Malthusianism  The idea, first advanced by Thomas Malthus in 1798, that population growth tends to outstrip 

the resources available to support it. Malthus argued that people must limit their frequency of sexual 

intercourse to avoid a future of misery and starvation. 

Managerial capitalism  Capitalistic enterprises administered by managerial executives rather than by owners. 

Manifest functions  The functions of a type of social activity that are known to and intended by the individuals 

involved in the activity. 

Manufactured risk  Dangers created by the impact of human knowledge and technology on the natural world. 

Examples include global warming and genetically modified foods. 

Market-oriented theories  Theories about economic development which assume the best possible economic 

consequences will result if individuals are free to make their own economic decisions, uninhibited by 

governmental constraint. 

Marriage  A socially approved sexual relationship between two individuals. Marriage has been restricted to 

people of opposite sexes, but in some cultures certain types of homosexual marriage are allowed. 

Recently, many developed societies have moved towards the acceptance of gay marriage.  

Mass customization  The large-scale production of items designed for particular customers through the use of 

new technologies. 

Mass media  Forms of large-scale communication, such as newspapers, magazines, radio and television, 

designed to reach mass audiences. 

Mass production  The production of long runs of goods using machine power. Mass production was one 

outcome of the Industrial Revolution. 

Master status  The status or statuses that generally take priority over other indicators of social standing and 

determine a person’s overall position in society. 



Materialist conception of history  The view developed by Marx according to which ‘material’ or economic 

factors have a prime role in determining historical change. 

Maternal deprivation  The absence of a stable and affectionate relationship between a child and its mother 

early in life. John Bowlby argued that this can lead to mental illness or deviant behaviour later in life. 

Matrilineal  Relating to, based on, or tracing ancestral descent through the maternal line. 

Matrilocal  Family systems in which the husband is expected to live near the wife’s parents. 

Mean  A statistical measure of central tendency, or average, based on dividing a total by the number of 

individual cases. 

Means of production  The means whereby the production of material goods is carried on in a society, including 

not just technology but the social relations between producers. 

Means-tested benefits  Welfare services that are available only to citizens who meet certain criteria based not 

only on need but also on levels of income and savings.  

Measures of central tendency  These are ways of calculating averages, the three most common being the 

mean, the median and the mode. 

Mechanical solidarity  According to Durkheim, an early form of social solidarity characterized by similarities 

and the subsumption of individualism within the collectivity. 

Media convergence  The increasing intertwining of previously separate and distinct forms of media.   

Media imperialism  A version of imperialism enabled by communications technology, claimed by some to 

have produced a cultural empire in which media content originating in the industrialized countries is 

imposed on less developed nations which lack the resources to maintain their cultural independence. 

Media regulation  The use of legal means to control media ownership and the content of media 

communications. 

Median  The number that falls halfway in a range of numbers – a way of calculating central tendency that is 

sometimes more useful than calculating a mean. 

Medical gaze  In modern medicine, the detached and value-free approach taken by medical specialists in 

viewing and treating a sick patient. 

Medicalization  The process through which ‘normal’ behaviours, such as hyperactivity in children, come to be 

defined and treated as medical conditions.   

Megacities  A term favoured by Manuel Castells to describe large, intensely concentrated urban spaces that 

serve as connection points for the global economy.  

Megalopolis  A term meaning ‘city of all cities’, coined in ancient Greece to refer to a city-state that was 

planned to be the envy of all civilizations. Used in modern times to refer to very large – or overlarge – 

conurbations. 

Melting pot  A model of migration based on the idea that ethnic differences can be combined to create new 

patterns with flourishing, diverse cultural sources. 

Meritocracy  A system in which social positions are filled on the basis of individual merit and achievement, 

rather than on ascribed criteria such as inherited wealth or social background. 

Meso level   A level of social reality between the micro and the macro. Often said to include families, groups 

and organizations.  



Metanarratives  Broad, overarching theories or beliefs about the operation of society and the nature of social 

change.  

Microsociology  The study of human behaviour in contexts of face-to-face interaction. 

Middle class  A broad spectrum of people working in professional, managerial and administrative occupations 

with associated norms, values and lifestyles. 

Minority ethnic group  A group of people who, because of their physical or cultural characteristics, find 

themselves in situations of discrimination or inequality. Minority ethnic groups are not necessarily in a 

numerical minority. 

Mixed methods  The use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods as part of a single research 

study. 

Mobilities  A sociological perspective that analyses the movement of things, people and information rather than 

focusing on relations between static, national societies. 

Mode  The number that appears most often in a given set of data. This can sometimes be a helpful way of 

portraying central tendency. 

Mode of production  Within Marxism, the constitutive characteristic of a society based on the socio-economic 

system predominant within it – for example, capitalism, feudalism or socialism.  

Modern slavery  All forms of slavery-like practices that are common in the contemporary world, including sex 

trafficking, forced domestic labour, forced marriage and debt bondage. 

Modernity  The period following the mid-eighteenth-century European Enlightenment, characterized by the 

combination of secularization, rationalization, democratization, individualism and the rise of scientific 

thinking. 

Modernization theory  A version of market-oriented development theory which argues that low-income 

societies develop economically if they adopt modern economic institutions, technologies, and cultural 

values that emphasize savings and productive investment. 

Monarchies  Those political systems headed by a single person whose power is passed down through their 

family across generations. 

Monogamy  A form of marriage in which each married partner is allowed only one spouse at any given time. 

Monopoly  A situation in which a single firm dominates in a given industry. 

Monotheism   Belief in a single God. 

Moral consensus  The shared values emphasized by functionalists which, they argue, are necessary for a well-

ordered society.  

Moral panic  A term popularized by Stan Cohen to describe a societal overreaction to a certain group or type of 

behaviour that is taken as symptomatic of general social disorder.  

Mortality rate  The death rate in a society, usually expressed as number of deaths  per 1,000 head of 

population. 

Multiculturalism  Adoption by the state of a policy encouraging and facilitating cultural pluralism, which 

allows all ethnic groups to share equally in economic and political life. 

Multilateral  Involving many different sides or parties, normally used to describe relations and meetings 

involving a number of national governments.  



Multimedia  The combination of what used to be different media requiring different technologies (for instance, 

visuals and sound) on a single medium, such as a DVD, which can be played on a computer. 

N 

Nation  A group of people bound together by a strong sense of shared values, cultural characteristics such as 

language and religion, and a perceived common history. 

Nation-state  A particular type of state in which a government has sovereign power within a defined territorial 

area and the mass of the population are citizens who know themselves to be part of a single national 

community. 

Nationalism  A set of beliefs, political ideas and movements expressing identification with a given national 

community and pursuing the interests of that community.  

Nations without states  Instances in which the members of a nation lack political sovereignty (a state) over the 

area they claim as their own. 

Nature  Generally taken today to be the non-human environment of animals, plants, seas and land.   

Neo-liberalism  The economic belief that free market forces, achieved by minimizing government restrictions 

on business, provide the only route to economic growth. 

Neo-local residence  Involves the creation of a new household each time a child marries or when she or he 

reaches adulthood and becomes economically active. 

Netiquette  The emerging body of advice, rules and norms governing online communications, particularly those 

on email and social media sites. 

Network  A set of informal and formal social ties that link people to one another. 

New Age movement  The diverse spectrum of beliefs and practices oriented towards inner spirituality, 

including paganism, Eastern mysticism, shamanism, alternative forms of healing and astrology. 

New criminology  The ‘new criminologists’ of the 1970s argued that crime and deviance could be understood 

only in the context of power and inequality within society. Crime was therefore often political in character. 

New Labour  The reformed British Labour Party of the mid-1990s, which abolished Clause 4, which committed 

the party to socialism and the public ownership of industry.  

New media  All of those media forms founded on digital technology and digitization, including mobile and 

smartphones, the Internet, digital TV, and radio and video games. 

New migration  A term referring to changes in patterns of migration in Europe in the years following the end of 

the Cold War and the fall of the Berlin Wall, altering the dynamic between traditional ‘countries of origin’ 

and ‘countries of destination’. 

New racism  Racist attitudes, also referred to as cultural racism, predicated on perceived cultural or religious 

differences rather than biological ones. 

New religious movements (NRMs)  The broad range of religious and spiritual groups, cults and sects that have 

emerged alongside mainstream religions.  

New social movements (NSMs)  A group of social movements which emerged in Western societies in the 

1960s and 1970s, including student movements, second-wave feminism, environmentalism, the anti-

nuclear movement and ‘anti-globalization’ demonstrations. NSMs exhibit new social issues, loose 

organizational form, a new middle-class base and non-violent action repertoires.   



Newly industrializing countries  Those developing countries, such as South Korea, Taiwan, Brazil and 

Singapore, which have rapidly developed a strong industrial base and economy. 

Non-verbal communication  Communication between individuals based on facial expression or bodily gesture 

rather than on the use of language. 

Norms  Rules of behaviour that reflect or embody a culture’s values, either prescribing a given type of 

behaviour or forbidding it.  

Nuclear family  A family group consisting of mother, father (or one of these) and dependent children. 

O 

Occupation  Any form of paid employment in which an individual works in a regular way. 

Occupational gender segregation  The way that men and women are clustered in different types of jobs, based 

on prevailing understandings of what is appropriate ‘male’ and ‘female’ work. 

OECD  Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development – an international organization formed in 

1961. The OECD aims to assist its members to achieve ‘sustainable economic growth’ and employment.  

Oligopoly  The domination of a small number of firms in a given industry. 

Oral history  Information gathered through interviews with people about events they witnessed or experienced 

earlier in their lives. 

Organic solidarity  According to Emile Durkheim, a form of social cohesion that results from the various parts 

of a society functioning as an integrated whole, particularly through the extended division of labour. 

Organization  A large group of individuals, involving a definite set of authority relations, with a clear purpose 

and set of aims. There are quite close links between the development of organizations and a tendency 

towards bureaucracy. 

Organized crime  Types of activity which are similar to orthodox businesses but are illegal, including human 

trafficking, illegal gambling, drug trading, prostitution, large-scale theft and protection rackets. 

Outsourcing  The contracting out of a company’s work tasks, previously carried out internally, from simple 

tasks, such as the production of one part of a product, to the work of whole departments.  

P 

Pandemic  According to the World Health Organization, an epidemic occurring worldwide, or over a very wide 

area, crossing international boundaries and affecting a large number of people. 

Paradigm   In science, a framework of theoretical assumptions about the world within which scientific practice 

and the training of new scientists takes place. 

Participant observation  A method of research, widely used in sociology and anthropology, in which the 

researcher takes part in the activities of a group or community being studied. 

Participatory culture  A culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement which 

involves sharing and support for sharing and which erodes the boundary between active producers and 

passive consumers. 

Participatory democracy  A system of democracy in which all members of a group or community participate 

collectively in the taking of major decisions. 

Party  A group of individuals who work together because they have common backgrounds, aims or interests. 

According to Weber, party is one factor, alongside class and status, that shapes patterns of social 

stratification. 



Pastoral societies  Societies whose subsistence derives from rearing domesticated animals, though there is often 

a need to migrate according to seasonal changes. 

Pathologies  Literally, the scientific study of the nature of diseases, their causes, processes, development and 

consequences. 

Patriarchy  A type of societal organization based around the central domestic authority of the father, involving 

the generalized dominance of men over women.   

Patrilineal  Relating to, based on, or tracing ancestral descent through the paternal line. 

Patrilocal  Family systems in which the wife is expected to live near the husband’s parents. 

Pauperization  Literally, to make a pauper of, or impoverish. Marx used the term to describe the process by 

which the working class grows increasingly impoverished. 

Peace processes  All of those activities aimed at preventing violence in post-conflict situations, whether official 

efforts by professionals or the informal actions of groups in civil society.   

Peer group  A friendship group composed of individuals of similar age and social status. 

Peripheral countries  Countries that have a marginal role in the world economy and are thus dependent on the 

core-producing societies for their trading relationships. 

Personal space  The physical space individuals maintain between themselves and others.  

Personality stabilization  According to functionalists, the emotional security provided by the conventional 

nuclear family for the adult individuals that constitute it.  

Philosophy of science  A branch of philosophy concerned with the basis and practices of science as compared 

to other forms of knowledge.   

Pilot studies  Trial runs in survey research. 

Plastic sexuality  Human sexuality freed from the needs of reproduction and moulded by individual choices.  

Political economy  Study of the ways in which political institutions of government and economic systems 

influence each other.     

Political party  An organization established with the aim of achieving governmental power by electoral means 

and using that power to pursue a specific programme. 

Politics  The means by which power is employed and contested to influence the nature and content of 

governmental activities. The sphere of the ‘political’ includes the activities of government and also those 

of social movements and other groups. 

Polyandry  A form of marriage in which a woman may simultaneously have two or more husbands. 

Polycentric transnationals  Transnational corporations whose administrative structure is global but whose 

corporate practices are adapted according to local circumstances. 

Polygamy  A form of marriage in which a person may have two or more spouses simultaneously. 

Polygyny  A form of marriage in which a man may have more than one wife at the same time. 

Polytheism  Belief in two or more gods. 

Population  In the context of social research, the people who are the focus of a study or survey. 

Portfolio worker  A worker who possesses a diversity of skills or qualifications and is therefore able to move 

easily from job to job. 



Positivism  In sociology, the view that the study of the social world should be conducted according to the 

principles of natural science. A positivist approach to sociology holds that objective knowledge can be 

produced through careful observation, comparison and experimentation. 

Postcolonial theory  Social theories which seek to expose the implicit colonial legacy embedded in mainstream 

social theory and concepts, and to transform these in distinctively postcolonial directions by bringing in 

the forgotten voices and accounts of the colonized.  

Post-development  A critical perspective on mainstream theories of development which looks to promote 

alternative modes of progress in the developing countries to the dominant Western ideas of capitalism and 

industrialization. 

Post-Fordism  A general term used to describe the transition from mass industrial production, characterized by 

Fordist methods, to more flexible forms of production favouring innovation and aimed at meeting niche 

markets for customized products. 

Post-industrial society  Post-industrial societies are based on services and the production of information rather 

than material goods. Most developed societies are post-industrial in this sense.  

Postmodern feminism  Postmodern feminism involves, among other things, opposition to essentialism in the 

study of gender and a belief in plural modes of knowledge. 

Postmodernism  A perspective based on the idea that society is not governed by history or progress but is 

highly pluralistic and diverse, with no ‘grand narrative’ guiding its development. 

Poststructuralism  An approach to social science derived from the field of linguistics and popularized in 

sociology by the work of Michel Foucault. Poststructuralists reject the idea that absolute truths about the 

world can be discovered, arguing instead that plural interpretations of reality are inevitable. 

Post-violence societies  Those societies that have experienced war or internal communal violence and are 

moving towards non-violence.   

Poverty line  An official measure used by governments to define those living below a certain income level as 

living in poverty.  

Power  Power is a contested concept. For Weber, power is the ability of individuals or groups to achieve their 

aims or further their interests, even against opposition. Others see power as a pervasive aspect of all 

human relationships which can be productive as well as destructive (see Foucault).  

Precariat  An emerging social class of the twenty-first century, consisting of various social groups and 

individuals whose life chances are marked by insecurity, unpredictability and instability. 

Precautionary principle  The presumption that, where there is sufficient doubt about the possible risks, it is 

better to maintain existing practices than to change them. 

Prejudice  Holding preconceived ideas about an individual or group; ideas that are resistant to change even in 

the face of new information. Prejudice may be either positive or negative. 

Pre-operational stage  A stage of cognitive development, in Piaget’s theory, in which the child has advanced 

sufficiently to master basic modes of logical thought. 

Primary deviance  An initial act of crime or deviance. According to Lemert, acts at the level of primary 

deviance remain marginal to an individual’s self-identity.  

Primary identity  Those identities formed in early life such as gender and ethnicity.   



Primary socialization  The process by which children learn the cultural norms of the society into which they 

are born. Primary socialization occurs largely in the family. 

Primary source  Any source that is originally produced in the time period which researchers are interested in 

studying (contrast with secondary source). 

Profane  That which belongs to the mundane, everyday world. 

Proletariat  For Karl Marx, the working class under capitalism.  

Prophets  Religious leaders who mobilize followers through their interpretation of sacred texts. 

Prostitution  The granting of sexual services or favours for monetary gain. 

Psychopathic  A specific personality type. Such individuals lack the moral sense and concern for others that 

most normal people have. 

Public sphere  An idea associated with the German sociologist Jürgen Habermas. The public sphere is the arena 

of public debate and discussion in modern societies. 

Pure relationship  A relationship of sexual and emotional equality.  

Push and pull factors  In the early study of global migration, internal and external forces believed to influence 

patterns of migration. ‘Push factors’ refer to dynamics within the country of origin, such as 

unemployment, war, famine or political persecution. ‘Pull factors’ describe features of destination 

countries, such as a buoyant labour market, lower population density and a high standard of living. 

Q 

Qualitative research methods  Those methods which gather detailed, rich data with the aim of gaining a better 

understanding of the social phenomena being studied.  

Quality circle (QC)  Types of industrialized group production, where workers use their expertise to participate 

actively in decision-making. 

Quantitative research methods  Those sociological methods which allow social phenomena to be measured 

and analysed using mathematical models and statistical techniques. 

Queer theory  Theory which does not assume that heterosexuality is the norm. Queer theory argues that non-

heterosexual voices must be brought to the fore in sociology and other social sciences to remove 

heterosexist assumptions.  

R 

Race  A set of social relationships which allow individuals and groups to be located, and various attributes or 

competencies assigned, on the basis of biologically grounded features. 

Racialization  The process through which an understanding of ‘race’ is used to classify individuals or groups of 

people to the advantage of some and the disadvantage of others. 

Racism  The attribution of characteristics of superiority or inferiority to a population sharing certain physically 

inherited features, often skin colour. Racist ideas became entrenched during the period of Western colonial 

expansion but also rest on mechanisms of prejudice and discrimination found in many other human 

societies. 

Radical feminism  Form of feminist theory that believes that gender inequality is the result of male domination 

in all aspects of social and economic life. 

Random sampling  A method in which a sample is chosen so that every member of the population has the same 

probability of being included. 



Rationalization  A concept used by Max Weber to refer to the process by which modes of precise calculation 

and organization, involving abstract rules and procedures, increasingly come to dominate the social world. 

Recidivism  Reoffending by individuals previously found guilty of a crime. 

Reconstituted family  A family in which at least one of the adults has children from a previous union, either 

living in the home or nearby; commonly known as a ‘step-family’. 

Reference group  A group to which other groups or individuals compare themselves for purposes of evaluation. 

Regionalization  Divisions of time and space which may be used to ‘zone’ activities at the local, domestic level 

or the larger division of social and economic life into regional settings or zones at a scale either above or 

below that of the nation-state. 

Reincarnation  Rebirth of the soul in another body or form. This belief is most often associated with Hindus 

and Buddhists.  

Relative deprivation  The thesis that people’s subjective feelings of deprivation are not absolute but related to 

their assessment of themselves in comparison with others.  

Relative poverty  Poverty defined by reference to the overall standard of living in any given society. 

Religion  A set of beliefs adhered to by the members of a community, involving symbols regarded with a sense 

of awe or wonder, together with ritual practices. 

Religious economy  A theoretical framework which argues that religions can be fruitfully understood as 

organizations in competition with one another for resources and followers. 

Representative democracy  A political system in which decisions affecting a community are taken not by its 

members as a whole but by people they have elected for this purpose. 

Representative sample  A sample from a larger population that is statistically typical of that population. 

Reproductive technology  Techniques of influencing the human reproductive process. 

Research methods  The diverse methods of investigation used to gather empirical (factual) information. 

Numerous research methods are used in sociology, and there is a trend towards ‘mixed methods’.  

Resistant femininity  A term associated with R. W. Connell’s writings. Women embodying resistant femininity 

reject the conventional norms of femininity in society (‘emphasized femininity’) and adopt liberated 

lifestyles and identities. Feminism and lesbianism, for example, are forms of resistant femininity. 

Resource allocation  How different social and material resources are shared out between and employed by 

social groups or other elements of society. 

Resource mobilization theory (RMT)  An American approach to social movement studies which begins from 

the premise that movements require resources to be successful. Studying how movements gather resources 

in a competitive field is the basis of the theory. 

Response cries  Seemingly involuntary exclamations which individuals make when, for example, being taken 

by surprise, dropping something inadvertently or expressing pleasure. 

Restorative justice  A branch of criminal justice which rejects punitive measures in favour of community-based 

sentences that raise awareness among offenders of the effects of their actions. 

Restricted code  A mode of speech that rests on strongly developed cultural understandings, so that many ideas 

do not need to be – and are not – put into words. 

Revolution  A process of political change, involving the mobilizing of a mass social movement, which 

successfully overthrows an existing regime. Revolutions are distinguished from coups d’état because they 



involve a mass movement. They can involve violence, but in recent times some have also been essentially 

peaceful or ‘velvet revolutions’.  

Right Realism  In criminology, Right Realism links the perceived escalation of crime and delinquency to a 

decline in individual responsibility and moral degeneracy. To Right Realists, crime and deviance are an 

individual pathology – a set of destructive lawless behaviours actively chosen and perpetrated by 

individual selfishness, a lack of self-control and morality.  

Risk society  A thesis associated with Ulrich Beck, who argued that advanced industrial societies have created 

many new hazards or manufactured risks unknown in previous ages, such as global warming. 

Rituals  Formalized modes of behaviour in which the members of a group or community regularly engage. 

Religion represents one of the main contexts in which rituals are practised, but the scope of ritual 

behaviour extends into many other spheres of life.  

Romantic love  Romantic love, which emerged in the eighteenth century, involves the idea that marriage is 

based on mutual attraction rather than economic convenience. It is a prelude to, but is also in tension with, 

the idea of a pure relationship.  

S 

Sacred  That which inspires attitudes of awe or reverence among believers in a given set of religious ideas. 

Salafism  A school of Sunni Islam with diverse strands, all of which insist that the behaviour of Muslims should 

match, as far as is possible,  that of the first three generations following the death of the Prophet 

Muhammad. 

Sampling  Studying a proportion of individuals or cases from a larger population as representative of that 

population as a whole. 

Sanction  A mode of reward or punishment that reinforces socially expected forms of behaviour. 

Scapegoating  Blaming an individual or social group for perceived wrongs that generally arise from socio-

economic change. 

Schooling  A formal process of instruction, usually in specialized organizational settings – schools. Schooling 

transmits skills and knowledge via a designated curriculum.  

Science  Science – and sociology as a scientific endeavour – involves the disciplined marshalling of empirical 

data, combined with the construction of theories which illuminate or explain those data.  

Secondary deviance  An idea associated with Lemert. Secondary deviance is where a label becomes attached to 

the individual who carried out the act, as where the person stealing from the shop is labelled a ‘shoplifter’. 

Secondary identity  Those identities which are mainly learned, including roles and achieved statuses. 

Secondary source  Any sources which discusses, interprets or re-presents material that originated at an earlier 

time (contrast with primary source). 

Sect  A religious movement which breaks away from orthodoxy. 

Secularization  A process of gradual decline in the influence of religion in society. Secularization can refer to 

levels of involvement with religious organizations, the social and material influence wielded by religious 

organizations, and the extent to which people hold religious beliefs. 

Self-consciousness  Awareness of one’s distinct social identity, as a person separate from others. Human beings 

are not born with self-consciousness but acquire an awareness of self as a result of early socialization.  



Self-identity  The ongoing process of self-development and definition of individual identity through which 

people formulate a unique sense of themselves. 

Semi-peripheral countries  Countries that supply sources of labour and raw materials to the core industrial 

countries and the world economy but are not themselves fully industrialized. 

Sensorimotor stage  According to Piaget, a stage of human cognitive development in which the child’s 

awareness of its environment is dominated by perception and touch. 

Service class  A term adopted by John H. Goldthorpe to describe those whose employment is based on a code of 

service rather than on a labour contract, and whose work therefore involves a high degree of trust and 

autonomy. The service class refers to professional, senior administrative and senior managerial employees. 

Sex  The anatomical differences which define men and women. Sociologists often contrast sex with gender, 

which is learned.  

Sex tourism  International travel oriented towards procuring prostitution and sexual services. The term usually 

describes the practices of men from developed countries who travel for the opportunity to engage in sexual 

liaisons with women and children. 

Sex work  All forms of labour involving the provision of sexual services in a financial exchange between 

consenting adults. 

Sexual harassment  Unwanted sexual advances, remarks or behaviour by one person towards another, persisted 

in even though it is made clear that such conduct is unwelcome. 

Sexual orientation  The direction of one’s sexual or romantic attraction. 

Sexuality  A broad term which refers to the sexual characteristics, and sexual behaviour, of human beings. 

Shaman  An individual believed to have special magical powers; a sorcerer or witch doctor. 

Shared understandings  The common assumptions which people hold and which allow them to interact in a 

systematic way with one another. 

Sick role  A term, associated with Talcott Parsons, to describe the patterns of behaviour which a sick person 

adopts in order to minimize the disruptive impact of his or her illness on others. 

Simulacra  In the theory of hyperreality evoked by Jean Baudrillard, simulacra are copies of items for which 

there is no original.  

Situational crime prevention  An approach to crime prevention that focuses on the creation of crime-resistant 

environments and communities to reduce the opportunities for people to commit crimes. It is based on the 

principles of surveillance and target hardening. 

Slavery  A form of social stratification in which some individuals are literally owned by others as their property. 

Snowball sampling  A method of gathering a sample for research studies based on research participants 

recruiting acquaintances and friends for the study.  

Social action  Action that is subjectively meaningful and oriented towards other people.  

Social age  The norms, values and roles that are culturally associated with a particular chronological age. 

Social capital  The social knowledge and connections that enable people to accomplish their goals and extend 

their influence. 

Social change  Alteration in the basic structures of a social group or society. Social change is an ever-present 

phenomenon in social life but has become especially intense in the modern era.  



Social constraint  A term referring to the fact that the groups and societies of which we are a part exert a 

conditioning influence on our behaviour. Social constraint was regarded by Durkheim as a distinctive 

property of ‘social facts’. 

Social constructionism  An approach to sociological research which sees social reality as the creation of the 

interaction of individuals and groups.  

Social embeddedness  A concept in economic sociology which refers to the way that apparently instrumental 

economic action is always embedded within dense social networks. 

Social evolution  A theory originally used by nineteenth-century scholars who sought to use evolutionary 

theory from biology to study the long-term development of societies. 

Social exclusion  The outcome of multiple deprivations which prevent individuals or groups from participating 

fully in the economic, social and political life of the society in which they are located. 

Social facts  According to Emile Durkheim, the aspects of social life that shape our actions as individuals. 

Durkheim believed that social facts could be studied scientifically. 

Social gerontology  The study of ageing and the elderly. 

Social group  A collection of individuals who interact in systematic ways with one another. Groups may range 

from very small associations to large-scale organizations or societies. It is a defining feature of a group, 

whatever its size, that its members have an awareness of a common identity.  

Social interaction  Any form of social encounter between individuals. Social interaction refers to both formal 

and informal situations in which people meet one another. An illustration of a formal situation of social 

interaction is a school classroom; an example of informal interaction is two people meeting in the street or 

at a party. 

Social mobility  Movement of individuals or groups between different socio-economic positions. Vertical 

mobility refers to movement up or down a hierarchy in a stratification system. Lateral mobility is physical 

movement of individuals or groups from one region to another.  

Social model of disability  A theory that locates the cause of disability within society rather than in the 

individual. It is not individual limitations that cause disability but the barriers that society places in the 

way of full participation for disabled people. 

Social movement  Collective attempts to further a common interest or secure a common goal through action 

outside the sphere of established political institutions. Social movements seek to bring about or block 

social change and normally exist in relations of conflict with organizations whose objectives and outlook 

they frequently oppose. 

Social position  The social identity an individual has within a given group or society. Social positions may be 

either general in nature (those associated with gender roles) or more specific (occupational positions). 

Social reflexivity  The increasing and continuous reflection of people on the circumstances of their own lives 

and the choices they must make.  

Social role  The expected behaviour of an individual occupying a particular social position. In every society, 

individuals play a number of different social roles, according to the varying contexts of their activities. 

Social self  The basis of self-consciousness in human individuals, according to the theory of G. H. Mead. The 

social self is the identity conferred upon an individual by the reactions of others.  



Social stratification  The existence of structured inequalities between groups in society, in terms of their access 

to material or symbolic rewards. While all societies involve some forms of stratification, the most 

distinctive form of stratification in modern societies involves class divisions. 

Social structure  Patterns of interaction between individuals, groups and institutions. Most of our activities are 

structured: they are organized in a regular and repetitive way.  

Social theories  Theories of society that do not necessarily develop from within sociology and often contain 

normative or political critiques of the existing social order. 

Social unrest  The stage of dissatisfaction with existing society which can give rise to more focused collective 

behaviour and social movements. 

Socialist feminism  A perspective based on the idea that women are treated as second-class citizens in 

patriarchal capitalist societies and that both the ownership of the means of production and women’s social 

experience need to be transformed. 

Socialization  The social processes through which children develop an awareness of social norms and values 

and achieve a distinct sense of self. Although socialization processes are particularly significant in infancy 

and childhood, they continue to some degree throughout life.  

Socialization of nature  The process by which we control phenomena regarded as ‘natural’, such as 

reproduction. 

Society  A system of structured social and institutional relationships within a bounded territory. Societies can be 

small, numbering a few dozen people, or very large, encompassing hundreds of millions.  

Sociological imagination  The application of imaginative thought to the asking and answering of sociological 

questions. The sociological imagination involves ‘thinking oneself away’ from the familiar routines of 

day-to-day life. 

Sociological theories   Theories of society or aspects of society which are developed from within professional 

sociology, using scientific methods and aiming to avoid normative bias.  

Sociology  The scientific study of interactions, human groups and whole societies. Sociology is one of a group 

of social sciences which also includes anthropology, economics, political science and human geography.  

Sociology of deviance  The branch of sociology concerned with the study of deviant behaviour and with 

understanding why some behaviour is identified as deviant. 

Sociology of knowledge  A branch of sociology which studies the relationship between human knowledge and 

the social context from which it emerges and develops.  

Sociology of the body  The branch of sociology that focuses on how our bodies are affected by social influences 

and how embodiment influences individual lives.  

Soil degradation  The process by which the quality of the Earth is made worse and its valuable natural elements 

are stripped away through overuse, drought or inadequate fertilization. 

Solidarity  For Durkheim, the internal social forces of cohesion which can be divided into ‘mechanical’ and 

‘organic’ forms.  

Source  A document, a passage from a publication, or other information.  

Sovereignty  The title to supreme power of a monarch, leader or government over an area with a clear-cut 

border. 

Standard deviation  A way of calculating the spread of a group of figures. 



State  A political apparatus (government institutions, plus civil service officials) ruling over a given territory, 

with an authority backed by law and the ability to use force. Not all societies are characterized by the 

existence of a state. The emergence of the state marks a distinctive transition in human history, because the 

centralization of political power involved in state formation introduces new dynamics into processes of 

social change. 

State-centred theory  Development theories that argue that appropriate government policies do not interfere 

with economic development but, rather, can play a key role in bringing it about. 

Status  The social honour or prestige accorded to a person or a particular group by other members of a society. 

Status groups normally involve distinct styles of life – patterns of behaviour which the members of a group 

follow. Status privilege may be positive or negative.  

Status set  An individual’s group of social statuses. 

Stereotypes  Fixed and inflexible characterizations of a group of people based on little or no evidence. 

Stigma  Any physical or social characteristic believed to be demeaning. 

Strike  A stoppage of work/withdrawal of labour by a group of workers for specific ends. 

Structural functionalism  A theoretical perspective rooted in the work of Talcott Parsons. Structural 

functionalism analyses societies as social systems in which interlinked social institutions perform specific 

functions, ensuring the smooth operation of the system as a whole. 

Structuration  The two-way process by which we shape our social world through our individual actions but are 

ourselves reshaped by society. 

Subaltern  All of those social groups who have been marginalized and silenced by the dominance of Western 

imperial and colonial power and its discursive constructions of ‘the other’ as inferior beings.   

Subculture  Any segment of the population which is distinguishable from the wider society by its cultural 

pattern. 

Suburbanization  The development of suburbia, areas of low-rise housing outside inner cities. 

Super-diversity  A concept used in studies of racial and ethnic diversity within a society to describe a level of 

complexity surpassing anything that has been experienced previously. 

Surplus value  In Marxist theory, the value of an individual’s labour power which is ‘left over’ when an 

employer has repaid the cost involved in hiring a worker. 

Surveillance  The supervising of the activities of some individuals or groups by others in order to ensure 

compliant behaviour. 

Surveillance society  A society in which individuals are regularly watched and their activities documented. The 

increase in the number of video cameras on motorways, in streets and in shopping centres is one aspect of 

the expansion of surveillance. 

Survey  A method of sociological research usually involving the administration of questionnaires to a 

population being studied and the statistical analysis of their replies to find patterns or regularities. 

Sustainable city  A type of city designed to minimize the input of energy and other resources and to reduce its 

output of wastes, including CO2 and pollutants. Sustainable cities aim to reduce their ecological footprint 

as far as is practicable.   

Sustainable development  The notion that economic growth should proceed only insofar as natural resources 

are recycled rather than depleted, biodiversity is maintained, and clean air, water and land are protected. 



Sweatshop  A derogatory term for a factory or shop in which employees work long hours for low pay under 

poor conditions.  

Symbol  One item used to stand for or represent another – as in the case of a flag, which symbolizes a nation. 

Symbolic capital  In the work of Pierre Bourdieu, those resources that confer high status, distinction, honour 

and social prestige on people. For example, voluntary charity work may lead to a person being held in high 

esteem that would not otherwise have accrued from their formal employment or business ownership.   

Symbolic interactionism  A theoretical approach, developed by G. H. Mead, which emphasizes the role of 

symbols and language as core elements of all human interaction. 

T 

Taliban  A fundamentalist Islamic militia which took control of Afghanistan in 1996 and set up an Islamic 

government that enforced a strict code of behaviour. The Taliban were overthrown by an American-led 

international coalition in 2001 after allowing the establishment of Al-Qaeda terrorist training camps.   

Talk  The carrying on of conversations or verbal exchanges in the course of day-to-day social life. Increasingly, 

this has been seen as a subject for scrutiny by sociologists, particularly ethnomethodologists. 

Target hardening  Crime-deterrence techniques that aim to make it more difficult for crime to take place 

through direct interventions into potential crime situations. Vehicle immobilizers and CCTV are examples.  

Taylorism  A set of ideas, also referred to as ‘scientific management’, developed by Frederick Winslow Taylor, 

according to which productivity could be immensely increased by breaking down industrial tasks into a 

series of simple operations that could be precisely timed and optimally coordinated. 

Technology  The application of knowledge to production from the material world. Technology involves the 

creation of material instruments (such as machines) used in human interaction with nature. 

Telecommunications  The communication of information, sounds or images at a distance through a 

technological medium. 

Terrorism  Usually, violent acts designed to instil fear into a population for political ends.  

Thatcherism  Policy doctrines associated with former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, including 

freeing up business, cutting back the reach of the state and reforming welfare.  

Theism  A belief in a god or gods. 

Theoretical questions  Questions posed by the sociologist when seeking to explain a particular range of 

observed events. The asking of theoretical questions is crucial to allowing us to generalize about the nature 

of social life. 

Theory  An attempt to identify general properties that explain regularly observed events. While theories tend to 

be linked to broader theoretical approaches, they are also strongly influenced by the research results they 

help generate. 

Theory of broken windows  The idea that there is a connection between the appearance of disorder, such as a 

broken window or vandalism, and actual crime levels. 

Third age  The years in later life when people are free from parenting responsibilities and formal work. In 

developed societies, the third age is longer than ever before, allowing older people to live active and 

independent lives. 



Third way  A political philosophy, pioneered by New Labour and favoured by other centrist democratic 

leaders, committed to preserving the values of socialism while endorsing market-based policies for 

generating wealth and reducing inequality. 

Three worlds model  An older model dividing the world into first, second and third worlds: a first world of 

countries with high levels of economic development, a second world of emerging economies, and a third 

world of poorer countries in the southern hemisphere with little or no industrial development.  

Total fertility rate (TFR)  A measure used by several international agencies to predict population trends. The 

average number of children a woman would have over her childbearing years (15–49) if current birth rates 

remain constant.  

Total institutions  A term popularized by Erving Goffman to refer to facilities, such as asylums, prisons and 

monasteries, that impose on their residents a forcibly regulated system of existence in complete isolation 

from the outside world. 

Totemism  A system of religious belief which attributes divine properties to a particular type of animal or plant. 

Transgender  A term which covers a variety of people exhibiting ‘gender variance’, including those whose 

gender identity and/or performance of gender diverges from that assigned at birth or expected according to 

dominant social norms of femininity and masculinity. 

Transnational corporations (TNCs)  Business corporations located in two or more countries. Even when 

TNCs have a clear national base, they are oriented to global markets and global profits. 

Triangulation  The use of multiple research methods as a way of producing more reliable empirical data than 

are available from any single method. 

Typification  A concept used by Alfred Schutz to describe the way that people make judgements of individuals, 

based on prior assumptions about the typical character and behaviour of categories of people. 

U 

Underclass  A class of individuals situated right at the bottom of the class system, often composed of people 

from ethnic minority backgrounds. 

Underdevelopment  A concept used in social science to describe the economic state of societies that were 

exploited and/or previously colonized by Western countries. Underdevelopment suggests a process 

through which powerful, wealthy states actively exploit the poor and less powerful. 

Unemployment  Refers to being out of formal, paid employment. Rates of unemployment measure the 

proportion of people who are ‘economically active’ but also available for work. A person who is ‘out of 

work’ is not necessarily unemployed. Housewives, for instance, do not receive any pay, but they usually 

work very hard. 

Unfocused interaction  Interaction occurring among people present in the same setting but where they are not 

engaged in direct face-to-face communication. 

Universal benefits  Welfare benefits that are available equally to all citizens, regardless of their level of income 

or economic status, as opposed to being means-tested.  

Upper class  A social class broadly composed of the more affluent members of society, especially those who 

have inherited wealth, own large businesses or hold large numbers of stocks and shares. 

Urban ecology  An approach to the study of urban life based on an analogy with the adjustment of plants and 

organisms to the physical environment. According to ecological theorists, the various neighbourhoods and 



zones within cities are formed as a result of natural processes of adjustment on the part of urban 

populations as they compete for resources. 

Urban recycling  The refurbishing of deteriorating neighbourhoods by encouraging the renewal of old 

buildings and the construction of new ones on previously developed land, rather than extending out to 

fresh sites. 

Urban renewal  Reviving deteriorating neighbourhoods by such processes as recycling land and existing 

buildings, improving the urban environment, managing local areas better and with the participation of 

local citizens, and using public funds both to regenerate the area and to attract further private investment. 

Urbanism  A term used by Louis Wirth to denote the distinctive characteristics of urban social life, such as its 

impersonality. 

Urbanization  The development of towns and cities. 

V 

Value-added model of social movements  Neil Smelser’s stage model of social movement development in 

which each succeeding stage ‘adds value’ to the movement’s overall development.  

Values  Ideas held by human individuals or groups about what is desirable, proper, good or bad. Differing 

values represent key aspects of variations in human culture. What individuals value is strongly influenced 

by the specific culture in which they happen to live. 

Variable  A dimension along which an object, individual or group may be categorized, such as income or 

height, allowing specific comparisons with others or over time. 

Vertical mobility  Movement up or down a hierarchy of positions in a social stratification system. 

Vicarious religion  The situation in which an active minority of people attend church regularly on behalf of and 

with the tacit approval of the non-active majority.  

Victimization studies  Surveys aimed at revealing the proportion of the population that has been victimized by 

crime over a certain period. Victim surveys attempt to compensate for the ‘dark figure of unreported 

crime’ by focusing directly on people’s actual experience of crime. 

Virtual community  Internet-based groups, rooted in public discussions which are long-lasting and contain 

sufficient human feeling to constitute personal relationships in cyberspace. 

W 

War  The clash of at least two organized armed forces that seek to destroy each other’s power and especially 

their will to resist, principally by killing members of the opposing force.  

Welfare capitalism  Practice in which large corporations protect their employees from the vicissitudes of the 

market. 

Welfare dependency  A situation where people on welfare, such as those receiving unemployment benefit, treat 

this as a ‘way of life’ rather than attempting to secure a paid job. 

Welfare state  A political system that provides a wide range of welfare benefits for citizens. 

White-collar crime  Criminal activities carried out by those in white-collar or professional jobs. 

Work  The activity by which human beings produce useful things from the natural world and so ensure their 

survival. In modern societies there remain many types of work, including housework, which do not 

involve direct payment of wages or salary. 

Working class  A social class broadly composed of people involved in blue-collar or manual occupations. 



World-accommodating movement  A religious movement that emphasizes the importance of inner religious 

life and spiritual purity over worldly concerns. 

World-affirming movement  A religious movement that seeks to enhance followers’ ability to succeed in the 

outside world by helping them to unlock their human potential. 

World-rejecting movement  A religious movement that is exclusive in nature, highly critical of the outside 

world, and demanding of its members. 

World-systems theory  Pioneered by Immanuel Wallerstein, this theory emphasizes the interconnections 

among countries based on the expansion of a capitalist world economy. The world-system is made up of 

core countries, semi-peripheral countries and peripheral countries. 

Y 

Young adulthood  A life-course stage between adolescence and mature adulthood. Young adulthood is not seen 

as a universal life-course stage, but the concept has some currency in the developed societies. 

Youth culture  The specific cultural forms associated with young people in a given period. Youth culture 

involves behavioural norms, dress codes, language use and other aspects, many of which tend to differ 

from the adult culture of the time.  

Z 

Zemiology  In criminology, the study of all of the various causes of social harm, rather than just those harms 

caused by crimes and criminal acts. 

Zero tolerance policing  An approach to crime prevention and control that targets petty crime and minor 

disturbances as a way of deterring more serious crime.  

 




	____Table Of Contents
	ch01
	Chapter 1 What is Sociology

	ch01_2
	Chapter 1 What is Sociology?

	ch01_3
	ch02
	Chapter 2 Asking and Answering Sociological Questions

	ch02_2
	Chapter 2 Asking and Answering Sociological Questions

	ch02_3
	ch03
	Chapter 3 Theories and Perspectives

	ch03_2
	Chapter 3 Theories and Perspectives

	ch03_3
	ch04
	Chapter 4 Globalization and Social Change

	ch04_2
	Chapter 4 Globalization and Social Change

	ch04_3
	ch05
	Chapter 5 The Environment

	ch05_2
	Chapter 5 The Environment

	ch05_3
	ch06
	Chapter 6 Cities and Urban Life

	ch06_2
	Chapter 6 Cities and Urban Life

	ch06_3
	ch07
	Chapter 7 Work and the Economy

	ch07_2
	Chapter 7 Work and the Economy

	ch07_3
	ch08
	Chapter 8 Social Interaction and Daily Life

	ch08_2
	Chapter 8 Social Interaction and Daily Life

	ch08_3
	ch09
	Chapter 9 The Life Course

	ch09_2
	Chapter 9 The Life Course

	ch09_3
	ch10
	Chapter 10 Families and Intimate Relationships

	ch10_2
	Chapter 10 Families and Intimate Relationships

	ch10_3
	ch11
	Chapter 11 Health, Illness and Disability

	ch11_2
	Chapter 11 Health, Illness and Disability

	ch11_3
	ch12
	Chapter 12 Stratification and Social Class

	ch12_2
	Chapter 12 Stratification and Social Class

	ch12_3
	ch13
	Chapter 13 Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare

	ch13_2
	Chapter 13 Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare

	ch13_3
	ch14
	Chapter 14 Global Inequality

	ch14_2
	Chapter 14 Global Inequality

	ch14_3
	ch15
	Chapter 15 Gender and Sexuality

	ch15_2
	Chapter 15 Gender and Sexuality

	ch15_3
	ch16
	Chapter 16 Race, Ethnicity and Migration

	ch16_2
	Chapter 16 Race, Ethnicity and Migration

	ch16_3
	ch17
	Chapter 17 Religion

	ch17_2
	Chapter 17 Religion

	ch17_3
	ch18
	Chapter 18 The Media

	ch18_2
	Chapter 18 The Media

	ch18_3
	ch19
	Chapter 19 Education

	ch19_2
	Chapter 19 Education

	ch19_3
	ch20
	Chapter 20 Crime and Deviance

	ch20_2
	Chapter 20 Crime and Deviance

	ch20_3
	ch21
	Chapter 21 Politics, Government and Social Movements

	ch21_2
	Chapter 21 Politics, Government and Social Movements

	ch21_3
	ch22
	Chapter 22 Nations, War and Terrorism

	ch22_2
	Chapter 22 Nations, War and Terrorism

	ch22_3
	glossary_2
	Glossary




