


Chapter 1: The Sociological 
Imagination
� A new focus on the global econo-
mic crisis with particular emphasis 
on how it is being played out in the 
United States has been added.

� Ferrante includes a new, clear, 
concise defi nition of sociology. The 
traditional defi nition of sociology—
the study of social structure, 
groups, and social interaction—
leaves students unclear about 
what sociology is. The defi nition 
in this Update defi nes sociology 
as the study of social forces. 
That defi nition is reinforced by six 
effective examples of social forces 
that sociologists study.   

� This chapter now considers the 
social forces that have created the 
global economic crisis—which 
is really a crisis of unrealistic 
expectations for investments 
and overextended credit or 
indebtedness.

� The text introduces six classic 
theorists, and now applies each 
theorist’s ideas to the current 
economic crisis.

� Jane Addams is now one of 
the six classic theorists, replacing 
Harriet Martineau.

� The defi nition and discussion 
of globalization and global 
interdependence has been 
signifi cantly expanded. 

� An Intersection of Biography 
and Society box has been added 
in which college students write 
about the experience of taking out 
loans for college, cars and homes 
between 2001-2007—the years 
leading up to the economic crisis. 

Chapter 8: Social 
Stratifi cation: With Emphasis 
on the World’s Richest and 
Poorest
� This chapter incorporates the 
experiences of an American 
sociology student, who upon 
graduation joins the Peace Corps 
and is assigned to Mauritania. 
The student’s experiences are 
incorporated throughout the 
chapter to help convey what life is 
like in one of the world’s poorest 
countries for someone from the 
world’s richest country. 

� New sections are included on the 
distribution of global household 
wealth, types of social mobility, 
the symbolic interactionist view 
of social inequality, modernization 
theory, dependency theory and 
sociologist Erik O. Wright’s analysis 
of social class. 

� An update was added on the 
United Nations’ plan to signifi cantly 
reduce global inequality by 
2015 and how that plan is being 
impacted by the global economic 
crisis.

� A new Intersection of Biography 
and Society box that includes 
writings by college students 
regarding the impact of the 
economic crisis on their work, life, 
and job prospects.

� New examples that are particularly 
relevant to the global economic 
crisis are included, such as the large 
divide between the haves and the 
have nots, including a new section 
on the indebted.

Chapter 11: Economics and 
Politics: With Emphasis on 
Iraq (partially revised)
Three sections have been heavily 
revised: (1) the chapter opening 
which explains why Iraq is a good 
choice to pair with economic and 
political topics, and (2) the section 
on “The U.S. Economy” (a profi le 
of its major characteristics); and a 
new description of post-industrial 
society.

� The new opening begins with 
a memorable photograph of an 
American soldier and two small 
Iraqi boys.  Whether they know 
it or not, the soldier and children 
have something in common—both 
depend on oil. Iraq’s economy is 
oil and the U.S. economy is driven 
by oil. There is little doubt that oil 
shapes the economy and politics of 
both countries. 

� The section on the U.S. economy 
(the largest economy in the world) 
has been revised to emphasize 
the characteristics relevant to the 
current and ongoing economic 
crisis including the national debt, 
consumer debt, the dependence 
on oil and other minerals from 
foreign sources, and the infl uence 
of the fi nancial sector on the 
overall economy. 

� A strong overview of U.S. 
dependence on oil has been 
added, with emphasis on the 
effi cacy of drilling for oil in Alaska 
as a way of reducing dependence 
on foreign oil imports. 

Updates to the Seventh Edition of 
Sociology: A Global Perspective

College loans. Finding a job. Living within one’s means.
The ongoing economic crisis in the United States in the context of a larger global 

economic crisis affects us all. Because of this, Joan Ferrante has updated the Seventh Edition 
to present the most accurate look at sociology in America. 

Chapters 1 and 8 have been thoroughly revised. Chapter 11 has been partially revised. 
Specifi c changes to these chapters include:
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Preface

   x ix

Over the seven editions of Sociology: A Global Perspective,
I have never done (or ever thought about doing) an update 
to an edition until now. Because this sociology textbook is 
written from a global perspective, it is imperative that it be 
updated to refl ect the dramatic economic downturn that 
is affecting not just the United States, but every country in 
the world. All indicators suggest that what is being called a 
global recession will continue for some time—perhaps for 
as long as a decade—as the United States and other con-
sumption-oriented countries attempt to transition from 
economies based on borrowing (credit) and overconsump-
tion to economies based on living within one’s means, sav-
ing, and sustainability. Literally every area of life is being 
affected in some way by this new economic reality.

Three chapters have been substantially revised: The 
opening chapter (The Sociological Imagination) has been 
completely revised to refl ect this new economic real-
ity. Chapter 8 (Social Stratifi cation) has also been thor-
oughly revised to show how existing inequalities within 
and between countries worldwide are expected to become 
even more pronounced. Finally, the economics portion of 
Chapter 11 (Economics and Politics) has been revised to 
describe the U.S. economy in light of this new economic 
context. Strategic changes have been made to charts and 
graphs in other chapters to capture the current economic 
realities. The changes described will give context to issues 
discussed in other chapters—which by the author’s assess-
ment are still relevant as written if contextualized within 
the new economic reality. Specifi c changes to each of the 
three revised chapters are listed below.

Major Changes to Updated Edition

The revision of Chapter 1—The Sociological Imagina-
tion—was informed by the ongoing economic crisis in the 
United States in the context of a larger global economic 
crisis. This crisis will not be short-lived, if only because 
24 million Americans—16 percent of the workforce—
are currently unemployed or working fewer hours than 
desired. If we consider that even in the best of times the 
U.S. economy creates 2.5 million or so jobs each year, it 
will take at least a decade to return to a normal labor envi-
ronment. Among other things, this chapter

• considers the social forces that have created the global 
economic crisis—which is primarily a complex crisis 
of overextended credit, indebtedness, and the desire of 
fi nancial investors and related organizations to increase 
returns.

• introduces seven classic sociological theorists but now 
applies each theorist’s ideas to the current economic 
crisis.

• replaces Harriet Marineau as one of the seven classic 
theorists with Jane Addams, who advocated for sym-
pathetic knowledge, or fi rst-hand knowledge gained by 
living and working among those being studied, because 
“knowing one another better reinforces the common 
connection of people such that the potential for caring 
and empathetic moral actions increase” (Addams 1912, 
p. 7).

• refi nes and expands the defi nition and discussion of 
globalization and global interdependence.

• includes an “Intersection of Biography and Society” 
box in which college students write about the experi-
ence of taking out college, car, and home loans between 
2001 and 2007—the years leading up to the economic 
crisis.

Like Chapter 1, the revision of Chapter 8—Social Stratifi -
cation: With Emphasis on the World’s Richest and Poor-
est—has been informed by the global economic crisis, and 
it now

• incorporates the experiences of one student of sociol-
ogy, who upon graduation joins the Peace Corps and 
is assigned to Mauritania (an African country). This 
recent college graduate is from one of the world’s rich-
est countries—the United States—and he now fi nds 
himself working in one of the world’s poorest countries. 
The chapter opens with that student’s letter to his soci-
ology professor describing his self-death (in a symbolic 
sense); that is, his transition from a person who had a 
strong sense of self-directed destiny to someone who 
is now oriented toward just surviving. This student’s 
experiences are incorporated throughout the chapter to 
help convey what life is like in one of the world’s poor-
est countries.



• includes new sections on the distribution of global 
household wealth, types of social mobility, the sym-
bolic interactionist view of social inequality, modern-
ization theory, and dependency theory.

• updates the progress on the United Nations’ plan to sig-
nifi cantly reduce global inequality by 2015 and how that 
plan is being impacted by the global economic crisis.

• incorporates an “Intersection of Biography and Society” 
box in which college students write about the impact of 
the economic crisis on their work life and job prospects.

• incorporates examples that are particularly relevant 
to the global economic crisis, such as the large divide 
between the haves and the have nots, including a new 
section on the indebted, which expands on the new 
social divide: debt-free versus indebted.

• includes a strong overview of the post-industrial society.

The economics half of Chapter 11—Economics and Politics: 
With Emphasis on Iraq—has been revised so that it now

• opens with a memorable photograph of an American sol-
dier and two small Iraqi boys born after the beginning 
of the U.S. military presence in Iraq (2003). Whether 
they know it or not, the soldier and children have some-
thing in common—both depend on oil. The economy 
of the United States depends on oil, 60 percent of which 
is imported from foreign sources. The economy of Iraq 
depends on oil exports—more than 85 percent of its rev-
enue comes from oil exports. Iraq’s economy is oil and 
the U.S. economy is driven by oil. There is little doubt that 
oil shapes the economy and politics of both countries.

• includes a section on the U.S. economy (the largest in 
the world) that emphasizes the characteristics relevant 
to the current and ongoing economic crisis and incor-
porates sections on the U.S. national debt, consumer 
debt, dependence on oil and other minerals from for-
eign sources, and the infl uence of the fi nancial sector 
on the overall economy.

• offers a strong overview of U.S. dependence on oil, with 
emphasis on the effi cacy of drilling for oil in Alaska as a 
way of reducing dependence on foreign oil imports.

Finally there are a number of miscellaneous changes, such 
as including new photos that acknowledge the change in 
U.S. presidents (replacing photos of President George W. 
Bush with photos of President Barack Obama), updating 
the ten largest global corporations (since the major auto-
mobile industries have fallen from that list), and updating 
the map showing Internet connectivity by country.

Organizing Features of Sociology: 
A Global Perspective
More than 20 years ago, I signed a contract to write Sociology: 
A Global Perspective. That moment launched my academic 
career and research agenda, which since that time has been 

devoted to fi nding the most effective and interesting way to 
introduce sociology to those new to the discipline. In fact, 
it is fair to say that my area of academic specialization is 
introduction to sociology. The book’s essential purpose has 
remained unchanged: to introduce students to the disci-
pline of sociology in such a way that the fi nal product is not 
an encyclopedic overview. The book presents sociological 
concepts and theories as more than a list of terms and defi -
nitions to be memorized. Rather, the book presents them as 
powerful tools for analyzing events occurring in one’s per-
sonal life (biography), community, country, and world.

The book retains its unique approach: Twelve of the 
sixteen chapters pair a sociological topic with a country or 
territory—more specifi cally, with an issue centered on the 
chosen place but having critical relevance for understand-
ing the United States and its position in the world order. 
The other four chapters pair a sociological topic not with 
a country, but with a broad theme related to global inter-
dependence, such as McDonaldization, the world’s rich-
est and poorest countries, and the global story behind the 
peopling of the United States.

Each chapter includes a “Why Focus On” opening 
to explain the pairing. The choice of pairing is in some 
ways arbitrary, because sociological concepts are robust 
enough to be used to analyze any social situation. How-
ever, some countries and territories do lend themselves 
more than others to a particular sociological topic. The 
100-plus years of confl ict between Palestinians and Jews 
in what is now Israel and the Palestinian territories is par-
ticularly relevant to socialization, the focus of Chapter 4. 
For a confl ict to last more than a century, it must be passed 
on from one generation to the next. The 20 or so concepts 
covered in that chapter are woven together to explain how 
this transmission occurs.

Each chapter is divided into eight to ten “core concep-
tual principles” to organize the material. Imagine being a 
student new to the discipline, skimming a chapter and see-
ing 25 to 30 key terms highlighted. Unfortunately, many 
students feel overwhelmed by such a presentation, and 
they set out to memorize the terms. Each core conceptual 
principle functions as an umbrella, pulling a variety of key 
terms and theories under it. The conceptual principles 
also drive end-of-chapter summaries titled “Visual Sum-
mary of Core Concepts.” Here each core concept is paired 
with an image and a short summary.

The book features four types of boxes, each with a clear 
pedagogical focus: (1) Intersection of Biography and Soci-
ety, (2) Global Comparisons, (3) No Borders, No Bound-
aries, and (4) Working for Change.

• Intersection of Biography and Society: The agreed-on objec-
tive of Introduction to Sociology courses is to instill in 
students the sociological imagination—a quality of mind 
that allows people to make connections between biogra-
phy and seemingly remote and impersonal social forces 
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and historical events. This box reinforces that objective 
by giving concrete examples of such intersections.

• Global Comparisons: Insight about the United States 
comes from comparing it with other countries. For 
example, we know that for every 1,000 babies born in 
the United States, approximately 6 do not survive the 
fi rst year of life. Knowing that babies in 41 other coun-
tries have a better chance of surviving the fi rst year of 
life puts this statistic in perspective. Likewise, using the 
comparative approach offers insight about the countries 
over which the United States exerts the greatest infl u-
ence. For example, 1.3 million U.S. servicemen and 
servicewomen are stationed in various locations world-
wide. Knowing that more than 120,000 of those troops 
are stationed in Iraq and 414 are stationed in Honduras 
provides a rough measure of the United States’ relative 
infl uence in each country.

• No Borders, No Boundaries: This textbook takes a 
global perspective, which means that it emphasizes the 
ongoing and ever-increasing fl ow of goods, services, 
money, people, information, and culture across politi-
cal borders. These boxes offer a sample of the various 
boundary-crossing activities and events that make up 
the phenomenon known as globalization.

• Working for Change: Sociologists critique existing 
social arrangements and social structures. The critical 
approach may leave some students apathetic, thinking 
that everything in the world is a mess or that nothing 
can be changed. This box focuses on solutions—specif-
ically, on people who do something to change the sys-
tem or who persuade others to change their behavior to 
benefi t society.

Ancillary Materials

Sociology: A Global Perspective is accompanied by a wide 
array of supplements prepared to create the best learning 
environment inside and outside the classroom for both the 
instructor and the student.

ebank Test Bank. This enhanced and updated test bank 
consists of 70–100 multiple choice questions and 20–25 
true-or-false questions per chapter, all with answers and 
page references. The test bank also includes 5 concept 
application questions, 15–20 short answer questions, and 
1–2 essay questions per chapter.

ExamView®. Create, deliver, and customize tests and study 
guides (both print and online) in minutes with this easy-
to-use assessment and tutorial system. ExamView offers 
both a Quick Test Wizard and an Online Test Wizard 
that guide you step by step through the process of creat-
ing tests, while its “what you see is what you get” interface 
allows you to see the test you are creating on the screen 
exactly as it will print or display online.

Instructor’s Resource Manual. The instructor’s manual 
offers the instructor suggestions for creating the course 
syllabus (including in-class student activities), back-
ground information on focus countries, and suggestions 
for enhancing the key sociological concepts in each chap-
ter. Additionally, the manual includes chapter summaries 
in question-answer outline form (which provide responses 
to the study questions in the student study guide) and 
detailed lecture outlines.

Study Guide. This student learning tool includes 15–25 
study questions for each chapter to guide reading, 5 con-
cept application scenarios, practice tests containing 20–25 
multiple-choice and 5–10 true-or-false questions, sug-
gested fi lm and Internet resources to enhance chapter 
material, and additional background information on the 
focus country, territory, or theme for each chapter.

More resources available from Wadsworth. Also avail-
able are supplements such as Practice Tests, WebTutor on 
Blackboard®, Microsoft® PowerPoint®, Audio Study Tools, 
CengageNOW™, and more. Please contact your local Cen-
gage Learning sales representative for more information.
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The Sociological Imagination
The fascination of sociology lies in the fact that its perspective makes us see 
in a new light the very world in which we have lived all our lives. . . . It can be 
said that the fi rst wisdom of sociology is this—things are not what they seem.

—Peter L. Berger, Invitation to Sociology (1963, pp. 21, 23)
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� Between 2000 and 2008, loan of� cers handed keys to millions of people who took out loans for 
homes and cars that they could not afford and that the lenders knew that they could not afford. In 
addition, banks and other � nancial institutions issued credit cards and college loans under terms that 
would keep many borrowers in debt the rest of their lives. These millions of transactions between 
lender and borrower were part of a larger � nancial process that triggered a global economic crisis.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
What Is Sociology?

Troubles and Issues

The Industrial Revolution

The Importance of a Global 
Perspective

� VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS



FACTS TO CONSIDER

3

WHY FOCUS ON

� After three decades of using credit 
or debt to fuel the growth of the 
U.S. and global economy, the total 
amount of money owed by Ameri-
can consumers, the government, 
and businesses was $39 trillion, an 
amount three times as large as the 

gross domestic product of the United 
States (Federal Reserve 2009).

� The current economic crisis, which 
some call the Great Recession, 
resulted in more than 24 million 
Americans—16 percent of the work-
force and growing—looking for 

work, working fewer hours than they 
would like, or becoming so discour-
aged that they gave up looking for 
work. Putting this many people back 
to work will take years even in the 
event of a recovery (Uchitelle 2009).

The Sociological 
Imagination?
THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION is a quality of mind that 
allows people to see how larger social forces, especially their 
place in history and the ways in which society is organized, 
shape their life stories or biographies. A biography consists 
of all the day-to-day activities from birth to death that make up 
a person’s life. Those activities can include taking out a loan 
to pay for college, a car, or a house; charging something on a 
credit card; or looking for a job. Social forces are any human-
created ways of doing things that infl uence, pressure, or force 
people to behave, interact with others, and think in specifi ed 
ways. Social forces are considered remote and impersonal 
because, for the most part, people have no hand in creating 
them, nor do they know those who did. People can embrace 
social forces, be swept along or bypassed by them, and most 
importantly challenge them.

One social force that contributed to the current economic 
crisis was the 1950s invention of the universal credit card (e.g., 
VISA, MasterCard, Discover, Capital One)—a bank-issued 
credit card that can be used to defer payment for products and 
services. This human-created invention became a “social force” 
that encouraged unprecedented numbers of people to spend 
money ahead of their earnings. While credit cards afforded 
those who could acquire them opportunities to delay paying for 
things they needed or wanted, it took special effort, discipline, 
and/or an advantaged position in life to resist using them.

In the 1980s another social force emerged that also 
encouraged many people to live beyond their means. Dur-

ing this time, banks moved away from a system in which they 
had made loans and issued credit cards to borrowers living 
in the surrounding community only after doing careful credit 
checks documenting real income, job stability, and credit his-
tory. Banks shifted to a system in which they knowingly issued 
loans to those with poor credit histories, gave loans larger 
than many borrowers could realistically afford to repay, and 
extended spending limits on credit cards to levels that many 
consumers found hard to resist.

In this chapter we will use the sociological imagination 
to think more about the social forces that shaped borrow-
ing, lending, and spending, especially between 2000 and 
2008—the years leading up to the economic crisis. Why is it 
important to develop the sociological imagination—a point 
of view that allows us to identify the seemingly remote and 
impersonal social forces that shape our lives? The payoff for 
those who acquire the sociological imagination is that they can 
(1) better understand their own biography by locating it in a 
broader context, (2) recognize the responses available to them 
by becoming aware of the many individuals who share (and do 
not share) their situation and response, and (3) position them-
selves to resist destructive forces and to change society for the 
better. (Awareness is the fi rst step in the long, diffi cult process 
of personal and societal change.)



 4 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

that we had no hand in creating. The words and gestures 
people use to express thoughts; the monetary and credit 
system used to pay debts; the rules governing games such 
as soccer and basketball; the beliefs and rituals of the reli-
gions people follow—all were created before they came on 
the scene. Thus, social facts have a life that extends beyond 
individuals.

Not only do social facts exist outside individuals, but 
they also have coercive power. When people freely and 
unthinkingly conform to social facts, that power “is not 
felt or felt hardly at all” (Durkheim 1982, p. 55). Only 
when people resist do they come to know and experience 
the power of social facts. Durkheim wrote that he was not 
forced to speak French or to use the legal currency, but 
it was impossible for him to do otherwise. “If I tried to 
escape the necessity, my attempt would fail miserably. . . . 
Even when in fact I can struggle free from these rules and 
successfully break them, it is never without being forced 
to fi ght against them” (Durkheim 1982, p. 51). In other 
words, even when people challenge them, social facts 
make their power known by the diffi culty people experi-
ence trying to do things and think in different ways. Still, 
it is impressive that most of us can think of at least one 
example in which we fought against social facts.

These remote and impersonal social forces extend even 
to the ways we relate to good friends. In this regard, one 
Senegalese student in my class expressed dismay because 
now that he was in the United States, it was no longer nor-
mal for him to hold his best friend’s hand when they walked 
to class or elsewhere. He wrote: “Out of habit, I reached for 
the hands of other male students I came to like and had 
to deal with their surprised looks and rejection. But I got 
used to this imposed distance between friends and started 
thinking and acting like an American. Now when I return 
home, I know I will be uncomfortable when my best friend 
tries to take my hand.” Coincidentally, an American stu-
dent in my class who traveled to Ghana on business was 
taken off guard when a man he was with took his hand. The 
American student wrote: “In the United States it is typi-
cally unacceptable for two men to hold hands. I spent some 
time in Ghana, Africa, several years ago and one of the fi rst 
cultural differences I noticed was that men, including the 
men I was with, hold hands. This cultural difference defi -
nitely hit home when one day one of the men I was with 
took my hand as we walked. In order not to offend him, I 
followed through with this until an appropriate opportu-
nity allowed me to disengage our hands. Even though I was 
in a country where this was perfectly acceptable, I still felt 
extremely uneasy with this tradition.”

For Durkheim, social facts also included what he called 
currents of opinion, the state of affairs with regard to some 
way of being. The intensity of these currents is broadly 
refl ected in rates summarizing various behaviors—for 
example, marriage, suicide, or birth rates. Durkheim 
believed the rates at which people around us marry, take 

What Is Sociology?

� CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociologists focus on the social forces 

that shape human activity. Sociology is the study of human 
activity as it is affected by social forces emanating from 
groups, organizations, societies, and even the global 
community. Human activity is simply the things people 
do with and to one another. The activities sociologists 
study are too many to name, but they can include people 
using credit cards, college students using loans to pay for 
education, parents serving their children a glass of apple 
juice, good friends walking in public, the unemployed 
searching for ways to secure an income, or a child gaz-
ing in a mirror and wondering why she appears to be a 
different race from her father. These activities may involve 
just one or two people or as many as several billion. The 
important thing is that the activities studied are affected 
by social forces (see Intersection of Biography and Society: 
“Six Social Forces Shaping Human Activity”).

The Study of Social Facts

It seems, then, that on some level social forces exist outside 
the consciousness of individuals. French sociologist Émile 
Durkheim called such forces social facts. More specifi -
cally, Durkheim defi ned social facts as ideas, feelings, and 
ways of behaving “that possess the remarkable property 
of existing outside the consciousness of the individual” 
(Durkheim 1982, p. 51). That is, for the most part, social 
facts do not originate with the people experiencing them. 
From the time we are born, the people around us seek 
to impose upon us ways of thinking, feeling, and acting 

sociological imagination A quality of mind that allows people to see 
how larger social forces, especially their place in history and the ways 
in which society is organized, shape their life stories or biographies.

biography All the day-to-day activities from birth to death that make 
up a person�s life.

social forces Any human-created ways of doing things that in� uence, 
pressure, or force people to behave, interact with others, and think in 
speci� ed ways.

sociology The study of human activity as it is affected by social 
forces emanating from groups, organizations, societies, and even the 
global community.

social facts Ideas, feelings, and ways of behaving �that possess the 
remarkable property of existing outside the consciousness of the 
individual.�

currents of opinion The state of affairs with regard to some way of 
being expressed through rates (suicide, marriage, savings).
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Troubles and Issues

� CORE CONCEPT 3: Sociologists distinguish between trou-
bles, which can be resolved by changing the individual, and 

issues, which can be resolved only by addressing the social 

forces that created them. C. Wright Mills (1959) defines 
troubles as personal needs, problems, or difficulties that 

their own life, or give birth to children both infl uence and 
refl ect others’ thinking and behavior on these matters. Table 
1.1 compares household savings rates across countries in 
1990 and 2009. Durkheim would argue that such rates offer 
insights about the overall value a society places on saving or 
spending. The intensity of that current of opinion shapes 
the behavior of people who live in the society.

The Sociological Consciousness

� CORE CONCEPT 2: Sociologist Peter L. Berger offers the best 

description of the sociological consciousness: �The first wis-

dom of sociology is this�things are not what they seem.� In 
his classic book Invitation to Sociology, Berger (1963) 
equates sociologists with curious observers walking the 
neighborhood streets of a large city, fascinated with what 
they cannot see taking place behind the building walls. 
The buildings themselves offer few clues beyond hint-
ing at the architectural tastes of the people who built the 
structures and who may no longer live there. According to 
Berger, the wish to look inside and learn more is analogous 
to the sociological perspective. 

The discipline of sociology offers us theories, concepts, 
and methods needed to look beyond popular meanings and 
interpretations of what is going on around us. Berger (1963) 
points out that sociologists, by the very logic of their disci-
pline, are driven to debunk the social systems they study. 
One should not mistake this drive as being located in a soci-
ologist’s temperament or personal inclination. Apart from 
his or her fi eld of study, a sociologist may be “disinclined to 
disturb the comfortable assumptions on which he rests his 
own social existence” (p. 29). Nevertheless, the sociological 
perspective compels sociologists to explore levels of reality 
that dig below the surface. The logic of the discipline pre-
supposes a “measure of suspicion about the way in which 
human events are offi cially interpreted by the authorities, 
be they political, juridical or religious in character” (p. 29).

The Intersection of Biography and Society box on pages 
6 and 7 offers a preview of the kinds of social forces that 
we will address in upcoming chapters. Whatever human 
activity sociologists study, they are compelled to ask ques-
tions about the nature and origin of the social force(s) 
shaping it. Those questions include:

• What are the social forces shaping the human activity 
under question?

• Under what circumstances do people resist and chal-
lenge social forces?

• What is the reach of a social force—is it confi ned to a 
specifi c group of people, or does it affect human activ-
ity on a local, regional, national, or global scale?

• How are social forces initiated? Who benefi ts from a 
particular social force and at whose expense?

• What are the anticipated and unanticipated conse-
quences of social forces?

Table 1.1  Percent of Disposable Household Income That 

Is Saved by the United States and Other Wealthy 

Economies, 1990 versus 2009

Until just recently, the current household savings rate in the United 
States was 1.2 percent of disposable household income (defi ned 
as income after taxes). France, Germany, and Spain currently has 
the highest rates of household savings—at least 10 percent of 
disposable income is saved. However, savings rates had declined 
over the past 20 years for all countries shown in the chart below. 
In the United States, savings rates have dropped by 5.8 percent, 
down from 7 percent of disposable income saved in 1990. In 
some countries, household savings has declined even more 
dramatically over the past 20 years. Durkheim argues that these 
rates offer clues about the level of intensity by which a society 
conveys messages about the importance of saving or spending. 
It is important to point out that as a response to the economic 
crisis, the American rate of saving approached 7.0 percent in May 
2009, suggesting that the “currents of opinions” about saving 
have changed.

Country 1990 2009

Australia 8.2 2.5
Austria 10.3 9.8
Canada 13.0 1.1
Finland 1.9 –2.2*
France 9.4 12.3
Germany 13.7 10.6
Italy 21.7 6.8
Japan 13.9 2.6
Korea 22.5 2.5
Netherlands 18.1 6.4
Norway 2.7 1.4
Sweden 3.9 7.8
Switzerland 9.6 9.5
United States 7.0 1.2

*A negative savings rate suggests that there is no overall savings and 
money is being withdrawn from existing savings.

Source: OECD (2009)

troubles Personal needs, problems, or dif� culties that can be 
explained as individual shortcomings related to motivation, attitude, 
ability, character, or judgment.
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INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

Six Social Forces Shaping Human Activity

2. The cell phone is a technology humans invented to free them from 
landline phones and to allow them to communicate with others while on 
the move. There is no question that this social force has changed the 
way people communicate. Because cell phones are typically not shared 
(most people have their own phone), callers do not have to speak to 
a party other than the person he or she is calling. There is no need 
to make �small talk� to a third person who answers. In this sense, cell 
phones expand individuality and privacy. With the cell phone, a parent�
calling to see if a child playing at a friend�s house is coming home�talks 
to the child directly and misses an opportunity to talk to that friend�s 
parent. On the surface, it seems ef� cient to avoid a third party; on the 
other hand, the ties among parents are weakened (see Chapter 3).
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3. Humans have assigned great symbolic meaning to diamonds�the 
stones are a sign of engagement, marriage, love, and wealth. That 
meaning is a social force that creates an insatiable demand for the 
stones, such that low-wage diamond miners working in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo and elsewhere produce some 800 million 
gem- and industrial-quality diamonds per year. U.S. consumers�about 
4.6 percent of the world�s population�buy almost 50 percent of these 
stones (see Chapter 7). (National Geographic 2002)
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1. It seems like most of how we go about our day and live our lives has 
been �planned� out for us. This is because humans create institutions, 
relatively stable and predictable arrangements among people that have 
emerged over time to coordinate human activity in ways that meet 
some human need, such as school systems to pass on accumulated 
knowledge to new generations. In the United States, 66 percent of col-
lege graduates leave with an average loan to repay valued at $22,500; 
a loan that they will be paying on 20 or more years (Bernard 2009). 
The debt burden U.S. students assume is not something that students 
attending college in the 27 countries that make up the European Union 
face (see Chapter 13).
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5. Globalization is a social force that is largely invisible to most of us but 
affects our lives in countless ways. Globalization encompasses the ever-
increasing � ow of goods, services, money, people, technology, information, 
and other cultural items that routinely move across national borders. As 
one example, it is very likely the plasma people sell to one of the 500 for-
pro� t plasma centers in the United States will be exported to another coun-
try. In fact, U.S. plasma donors supply 60 percent of global demand, with 
Japan being one of the largest trading partners and acquiring 90 percent 
of its plasma from American donors (National Plasma Center 2009). Some 
of the largest plasma companies operating in the United States are foreign-
owned with headquarters in Japan, West Germany, Austria, and Canada. 
One may wonder why the United States is the OPEC of blood plasma�one 
answer is that, of the world�s countries, the U.S. has the most liberal guide-
lines regarding plasma donations�a person can give/sell plasma every two 
weeks or 24 times a year. In addition, many countries ban the sale of blood 
plasma (see Chapter 5). (National Plasma Center 2009; Gaul 1989)

6. Race is not a biological reality but a socially created way of catego-
rizing people. As such, it is a social force of immense signi� cance. Sim-
ply consider that in the United States, a parent and his or her biological 
offspring can be classi� ed as different races. This soldier returning 
home from Iraq meets his son for the � rst time. Both father and son will 
have to come to terms with the fact that each is considered a different 
race�the son has a black father and the father has a white son. The 
couple will have to come to terms with questions, often unspoken, as to 
whether this man is really the father (see Chapter 8).

De
pa

rtm
en

t o
f D

ef
en

se
 p

ho
to

 b
y S

SG
T 

La
ni

e 
M

cN
ea

l, 
US

AF
La

nc
e 

Cp
l. 

De
an

ne
 T

ra
vis

/U
.S

. M
ar

in
e 

Co
rp

s

4. If you think about it, we spend much of our time interacting with 
strangers. Once we determine a stranger�s social status in relation to 
our own social status, we know what to say and do. This customer does 
not need to know the sales clerk to interact with him, nor does the clerk 
need to know him. Associated with the social statuses of customer 
and clerk are roles specifying how those occupying each status are 
expected to behave toward the other and what each can expect of the 
other in return. Statuses and associated roles are social forces in the 
sense that they guide and �pressure� people to behave and interact in 
expected ways (see Chapter 5).
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bles” and larger social forces. When prospective home-
owners with no money for a down payment, an income 
too low to manage loan payments, and/or a poor credit 
history received loans for homes that were not affordable, 
they probably did not see themselves as one of millions 
to whom banks were awarding subprime loans that they 
would eventually bundle and sell to investors who would 
assume risk of default.

Mills also argues that most people cannot (or do not 
want to) see how their successes connect to others’ so-
called failures in life. The “success” loan offi cers felt upon 
meeting performance measures related to the number 
of loans closed was built upon putting many borrowers 
into fi nancial situations they could not sustain with the 
incomes they earned (see Intersection of Biography and 
Society: “The Personal Experience of Securing a Loan”). 
Mills believes that most people are unaware of how their 
successes are built upon others’ failures because they do 
not possess a quality of mind that enables them to grasp 
the interplay between self and world and between biogra-
phy and the large social forces pressuring them to think 
and behave as they do.

In The Sociological Imagination, Mills (1959) asks, 
“Is it any wonder that ordinary people feel they cannot 
cope with the larger worlds with which they are so sud-
denly confronted?” (pp. 4–5). Is it any wonder that people 
often feel trapped by the social forces that affect them? As 
Mills pointed out, we live in a world in which informa-

can be explained as individual shortcomings related to 
motivation, attitude, ability, character, or judgment. The 
resolution of a trouble, if it can indeed be resolved, lies 
in changing the individual in some way. Mills states that 
when only one man or woman is unemployed in a city of 
100,000, that situation is his or her personal trouble. For 
its relief, we properly look to that person’s character, skills, 
and immediate opportunities (that is, we think, “She is 
lazy,” “He has a bad attitude,” “He didn’t try very hard in 
school,” or “She had the opportunity but didn’t take it”). 

By comparison, an issue is a matter that can be 
explained only by factors outside an individual’s control 
and immediate environment. When 24 million men and 
women are unemployed or underemployed in a nation 
with a workforce of 156 million, that situation is an issue. 
Clearly, we cannot hope to solve this kind of employment 
crisis by focusing on the character fl aws of 24 million indi-
viduals. According to Mills, an accurate description of the 
problem and of the possible solutions to it requires us to 
think beyond individual shortcomings and to consider the 
underlying social forces that create them (see Figure 1.1).

Mills argues that many people cannot see the intricate 
connection between their personal situations or “trou-

ISSUES

Cause
Large social forces

Example of Causes
Financial system with products created to profit 

from debt; a culture that values consumption over 
living within means

Resolution
Identify and counteract larger social forces

Change Strategies
Regulate financial services industry so that it does not

reward lenders who are making risky loans

Focus
Personal needs, problems, and difficulties

Example of Causes
Lack of motivation

Bad attitude
Flawed character

Weak skills

Resolution
Change individual shortcomings

Change Strategies
Seek therapy

Find new friends
Take mood-altering medications

Look for a job/change jobs
Try harder

TROUBLES

Focus
Outside the individual

Cause
Individual shortcomings

� Figure 1.1 Issues and Troubles

issue A matter that can be explained only by factors outside an 
individual�s control and immediate environment.
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INTERSECTION OF  BIOGRAPHY AND SOCIETY

The Personal Experience of Securing a Loan

BETWEEN 2000 AND early 2008, many banks made 
loans to people who were high credit risks and issued loans 
for amounts larger than the borrowers requested. My stu-
dents shared their experiences with lenient lending prac-
tices during this time period and the consequences of such 
practices.

• I took out a car loan in 2005. At that time I had no credit 
history, and the dealership asked me if I could fi nd a co-
signer; I explained that both my parents were deceased 
and I could absolutely not fi nd a co-signer. Several hours 
later, I walked away with my brand new car and a loan 
for $17,000, with no money down and no co-signer. It 
was a bad deal for me; my interest rate was horrible and 
the length of the loan was long. I still look back and ask 
how the car company could give me a loan.

• We bought the house that we live in now in 2003. I was 
pregnant with our third child and thought that it was 
time to move to a bigger house. At the time, we made 
about $80,000 a year. We had several credit card bills as 
well and we were worried that we may not qualify for a 
loan. We had to show two weeks of pay stubs, W2’s from 
the previous year, and any savings or 401(k) statements. 
That’s it!!! We completed the application and, to our 
surprise, within two days the bank called and offered 
us more money than we had asked. They were willing 
to give us $250,000 with no down payment. We needed 

$175,000, an amount we knew was going to be a stretch 
for our budget but, being naïve, we took $200,000.

• My family purchased three houses in the last seven 
years, all of which we bought without a down payment 
and after a minimal credit check. We sold two of the 
houses fairly easily. The last house, which we had built, 
cost us $200,000. Now, due to the economy and a hous-
ing slump, brand-new homes on our street are selling 
for between $160,000 and $180,000. This drop in prices 
means we have to sell this house for a price below what 
we paid for it.

• When I was looking to buy a home in January 2007, I 
talked to a mortgage company and a local bank. The 
mortgage company rep (who worked on commission) 
approved me for an amount of money that I knew I 
couldn’t afford. When I told that rep I couldn’t afford 
it he responded that “on paper” I could defi nitely 
afford it. I told him that I didn’t live on paper and I 
knew that I couldn’t possibly make those monthly pay-
ments. He then offered me an interest only loan (where 
I wouldn’t have to pay on the principle) with an adjust-
able rate to make the monthly payments low enough. 
I told him thanks and I would get back to him. I went 
to a local bank (where the loan offi cers don’t work on 
commission). After talking to them, they approved me 
for an amount I knew I could afford with a 30-year, 
fi xed rate. 

tion dominates our attention and overwhelms our capac-
ity to make sense of all we hear, see, and read every day. 
Consequently, we may be exhausted by the struggle to 
learn from that information about the forces that shape 
our daily lives. According to Mills, people need “a quality 
of mind that will help them to use information” so they 
can think about “what is going on in the world and what 
may be happening within themselves” (p. 5). Mills calls 
this quality of mind the sociological imagination. Those 
who possess a sociological imagination can view their 
inner life and human career in the context of larger social 
forces. The payoff for those who demonstrate this qual-
ity of mind is that they can understand their own experi-
ences and fate by locating themselves in an historical and 
social context; they can recognize the responses available 

to them by becoming aware of the many individuals who 
share their situations.

The sociological imagination is evident in the work of 
the earliest and most infl uential sociologists. In fact, one 
can make the case that the discipline of sociology emerged 
as part of an effort to understand how a social force known 
as the Industrial Revolution changed human activity and 
interaction in an endless number of ways.

The Industrial Revolution

� CORE CONCEPT 4: Sociology emerged in part as a reaction to 

the Industrial Revolution, an ongoing and evolving social force 

that transformed society, human behavior, and interaction 
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they interacted. Coal-powered trains, for example, turned a 
month-long trip by stagecoach into a day-long one. These 
trains permitted people and goods to travel day and night; 
in rain, snow, or sleet; and across smooth and rough terrain. 
Railroads increased the human and freight traffi c to and 
from previously remote and unconnected areas. The rail-
road caused people to believe they had “annihilated” time 
and space (Gordon 1989). In addition, railroads facilitated 
an unprecedented degree of economic interdependence, 
competition, and upheaval. Now people in one area could be 
priced out of a livelihood if people in another area could pro-
vide goods and materials at a lower price (Gordon 1989).

The Industrial Revolution drew people from even the 
most remote parts of the globe into a process that produced 
unprecedented quantities of material goods. The histori-
cal period known as the Age of Imperialism (1880–1914) 
involved the most rapid industrial and colonial expansion 
in history. During this time, rival European powers (such as 
Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, the Nether-

in incalculable ways. The Industrial Revolution is the 
name given to the changes in manufacturing, agricul-
ture, transportation, and mining that transformed vir-
tually every aspect of society. The defining feature of the 
Industrial Revolution was mechanization, the process of 
replacing human and animal muscle as a source of power 
with external sources derived from burning wood, coal, 
oil, and natural gas. The new sources of power eventu-
ally replaced hand tools with power tools, sailboats with 
freighters, and horse-drawn carriages with trains. Mech-
anization changed how goods were produced and how 
people worked. It turned workshops into factories, skilled 
workers into machine operators, and hand-made goods 
into machine-made goods.

Before mechanization, goods were produced and 
distributed at a human pace, as illustrated by the effort 
required to make glass by hand: Skilled workers “endured 
the tremendous heat to coax beautiful forms from the fi re 
using nothing more than their breath and a few simple 
tools. They worked hard to polish their skills to uniformity 
and precision, but even so each creation was as individual 
as the maker” (Thrall 2007). With industrialization, prod-
ucts previously crafted by a few skilled people were now 
standardized and assembled by many relatively unskilled 
workers, each involved in part of the overall produc-
tion process. Now no one person could say, “I made this; 
this is a unique product of my labor.” The factory own-
ers gained power over the artisans as machines rendered 
them obsolete. Now people with little or no skill could do 
the artisan’s work—and at a faster pace. With regard to 
glass making, mechanically pressing hot glass replaced 
“the time-consuming handcrafting.” Because of the faster 
pace, more glass products could be produced faster and 
things made of glass became common household items 
(Thrall 2007).

Industrialization did more than change the nature of 
work; it affected virtually every aspect of daily life in incal-
culable ways. A social order that had existed for centuries 
“vanished,” and a new order—familiar in its outline to us 
today—appeared (Lengermann 1974). A series of devel-
opments—the railroad, the steamship, the cotton gin, the 
spinning jenny, running water, central heating, electricity, 
the telegraph, and mass-circulation newspapers—trans-
formed how people lived their daily lives and with whom 

Industrial Revolution Changes in manufacturing, agriculture, 
transportation, and mining that transformed virtually every aspect 
of society.

mechanization The addition of external sources of power, such as 
that derived from burning coal and oil, to muscle-powered tools and 
modes of transportation.

Before industrialization, human and/or animal muscle powered hand 
tools and pulled loads. Imagine the human muscle and the hours of 
labor required to fell a 16-foot cedar with axes. The gasoline-powered 
chain saw changed all that in 1926�dramatically reducing the time it 
took to cut down trees.
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lasting conceptual frameworks for analyzing the ongoing social 

upheavals. Sociology emerged as an effort to understand 
the dramatic and almost immeasurable effects of the 
Industrial Revolution on human life across the globe. 
Although the early sociologists wrote in the 19th and early 
20th centuries, their observations remain relevant. In fact, 
many insights into the character of contemporary society 
can be gained by reading their writings, because those 
who witness and adjust to a significant event are intensely 
familiar with its consequences in daily life. Because most 
of us living today know only an industrialized life, we 
lack the insights that came from living during the tran-
sitional period following the Industrial Revolution and 
observing its consequences. To grasp the significance of 
these observations, consider the following anecdote. In a 
recent interview, a scientist maintained that we are close 
to understanding the mechanisms governing aging, and 
that people might soon live to be 150 years old. If aging 
mechanisms are in fact controlled, the first people to wit-
ness the change will have to make the greatest adjustment. 
In contrast, people born after this discovery will know 
only a life in which they can expect to live 150 years. If 
these post-discovery humans are curious, they may wish 
to understand how living to age 150 shapes their lives. 
To fully understand this subject, they will have to look to 
those who recorded life before the change and who made 
sense of their adjustments to the so-called advancement. 
So it is with industrialization: to understand how it shaped 
and continues to shape human life (and how it has shaped 
sociology), we can look to six of the early sociologists.

Three of the six sociologists covered are nicknamed the 
“big three.” Those three are Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, 
and Max Weber. There is universal agreement among 
sociologists that these three are the giants in the fi eld and 
that their writings form the heart of the discipline. It is 
safe to say that all sociologists who have come after Marx, 
Durkheim, and Weber have been deeply infl uenced by 
their ideas even as they expand, refi ne, and challenge them 
(Appellrouth and Edles 2007).

We also include three other central fi gures: Auguste 
Comte, because he gave sociology its name, and Jane 
Addams and W.E.B. DuBois. DuBois focused attention 
on the color line, and Jane Addams championed sympa-
thetic knowledge or knowledge gained from living and 
working among those being studied. The color line and 
sympathetic knowledge are certainly core ideas within 
sociology. Upon discussing the work of each of these six 
sociologists, we consider what features of the global eco-
nomic crisis each would emphasize if he or she were alive 
today.

Auguste Comte (1798�1857)

The French philosopher Auguste Comte, known as the 
father of positivism, gave sociology its name in 1839. 

lands, and Italy) competed to secure colonies and, by exten-
sion, the labor and natural resources within those colonies. 
By 1914, for example, all of Africa had been divided into 
European colonies. By that year, 84 percent of the world’s 
land area had been affected by colonization, and an esti-
mated 500 million people were living as members of Euro-
pean colonies (Random House Encyclopedia 1990).

The Industrial Revolution changed everything—the 
way in which goods were produced, the ways in which peo-
ple negotiated time and space, the relationships between 
what were once geographically separated peoples, the ways 
in which people made their livings, the density of human 
populations (e.g., urbanization), the relative importance 
and infl uence of the home in people’s lives, access to formal 
education (the rise of compulsory and mass education), 
and the emergence of a consumption-oriented economy 
and culture. The accumulation of wealth became a valued 
and necessary pursuit. In The Wealth of Nations, Adam 
Smith argued that invisible hand of the free market (capi-
talism) embodied in private ownership and self-interested 
competition held the key to a nation’s advancement and 
prosperity. The unprecedented changes caught the atten-
tion of the early sociologists who wrote in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries. In fact, sociology emerged out of 
their efforts to document and explain the effects of the 
Industrial Revolution on society.

� CORE CONCEPT 5: Early sociologists were witnesses to the 

transforming effects of the Industrial Revolution. They offered 

Coal-powered locomotives celebrated in this 1891 poster permitted 
people to travel day and night; in rain, snow, or sleet; across smooth 
and rough terrain�turning month-long trips into day-long ones. Rail-
roads increased opportunities for personal mobility and boosted the 
freight and passenger traf� c to and from previously remote areas.

Li
br

ar
y o

f C
on

gr
es

s P
rin

ts
 a

nd
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

hs
 D

ivi
sio

n 
W

as
hi

ng
to

n,
 D

.C
. 



 12 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

Comte on the Economic Crisis. If Auguste Comte were 
alive today, he would emphasize the dramatic and far-
reaching changes associated with the economic crisis. At 
the same time, he would also consider that, in spite of these 
changes, for the most part, societies around the world are 
holding together such that they do not collapse into some-
thing beyond recognition. Comte might choose to illus-
trate the forces holding societies together (social statics) 
in the midst of change (social dynamics) by comparing 
the U.S. and European response to the global debt crisis. 
One way some German and other European companies 
have handled the economic slowdown is by asking their 
employees to work fewer hours and by allowing their gov-
ernments to compensate employees for hours not worked 
out of an existing fund supported by payroll deductions 
and employer contributions (Kulish 2009).

While, in the United States, some states offer wage com-
pensation, few employers are aware that such programs exist. 
In addition, the state programs have a number of require-
ments that discourage participation, such as compensating 
only a percentage of the lost wages and requiring employers 
to continue paying for health and other benefi ts. Finally, 
most states with the programs do not have the “bureaucratic 
infrastructure” in place to run such programs (Greenhouse 
2009). These different approaches explain why the Europe-
ans generally opposed new government spending programs 
as a way of stimulating their economies. From the European 
point of view, the social safety nets they have in place are 
the spending programs; they don’t have to create them on 
the spot during economic downturns as the United States 
does. European employees are able to maintain their wages 
for at least 18 months in the face of reduced hours. In addi-
tion, most Europeans do not have to worry about paying for 
health care upon losing their jobs nor about companies tak-
ing away such benefi ts as a cost-saving measure. While the 
United States has unemployment benefi ts, it does not have 
an ongoing safety net in place, which explains the stimulus 
spending programs instituted by the federal government. 
Comte would note that there is something broadly predict-
able about the way the United States and European coun-
tries respond to economic change. It is the “predictable” 
component that holds the respective societies together even 
as they undergo dramatic change.

Karl Marx (1818�1883)

The political philosopher Karl Marx was born in Germany 
but spent much of his professional life in London, working 
and writing in collaboration with Friedrich Engels. Two of 
Marx and Engels’s most infl uential treatises are Das Kapi-
tal and The Communist Manifesto. Das Kapital, a massive 
multivolume work published in 1867, 1885, and 1894, is 
critical of the capitalist system and predicts its defeat by 
a more humane and more cooperative economic system: 

Positivism holds that valid knowledge about the world can 
be derived only from sense experience or knowing the world 
through the senses of sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing 
and from empirical associations (e.g., evidence of cause and 
effect must be observable by the senses). Comte advanced 
the “Law of Three Stages,” which maintains that societies 
develop according to three stages: (1) the theocratic, (2) the 
metaphysical, and (3) the positive. In the theocratic stage, 
people explain the events going on in the world as the work 
of personifi ed deities—those deities may be objects such 
as the sun or trees, a variety of gods, or a supreme deity. 
Deities possess supernatural qualities that allow them to 
exert their will over humans and nature. In the metaphysi-
cal stage, people draw upon abstract and broad concepts to 
defi ne features of reality that cannot be observed through 
the senses or direct experience. Metaphysics deals with big 
philosophical questions such as the nature of the human 
mind, the meaning of life, and good versus evil. In the posi-
tive stage (stage 3)—the conceptually superior stage accord-
ing to Comte—people use scientifi c explanations grounded 
in observation and experimental designs to understand the 
world. Comte placed sociology in this third stage of think-
ing; he maintained that sociologists were scientists who 
studied the results of the human intellect (DeGrange 1938). 
What did he mean by this?

First, sociology is a science and only those sociologists 
who follow the scientifi c method can presume to have a 
voice in describing and guiding human affairs. The sci-
entifi c method rejects personal opinions and political 
agendas in favor of disciplined and objective strategies in 
thinking about and addressing social issues and making 
effective policies. Second, sociologists study the things 
humans have created: an idea, an invention, or a way of 
behaving and the effects those creations have on society. 
Comte recommended that sociologists study social stat-
ics, the forces that hold societies together such that they 
endure over time, and social dynamics, the forces that 
cause societies to change. Comte’s preoccupation with 
order, change, and the things humans have created is not 
surprising given that he was writing at a time when the 
Industrial Revolution was transforming society in unprec-
edented ways.

positivism A theory stating that valid knowledge about the world can 
be derived only from sense experience or knowing the world through 
the senses of sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing and from empirical 
associations.

social statics The forces that hold societies together such that they 
endure over time.

social dynamics The forces that cause societies to change.
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tive potential of human labor and ingenuity. He also felt, 
however, that capitalism ignored too many human needs 
and that too many people could not afford to buy the prod-
ucts of their labor. Marx believed that if this economic sys-
tem were in the right hands—the hands of the workers or 
the proletariat—public wealth would be more than abun-
dant and would be distributed according to need. Instead, 
according to Marx (1887), capitalism survived and fl our-
ished by sucking the blood of living labor. The drive is a 
“boundless thirst—a werewolf-like hunger—that takes no 
account of the health and the length of life of the worker 
unless society forces it to do so” (p. 142). That thirst for 
profi t “chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the 
globe” in search of the lowest-cost labor and resources to 
make products (Marx 1881, p. 531).

In the Class Struggles of France 1848–1850, Marx named 
another class, the fi nance aristocracy, who lived in obvious 

socialism. The Communist Manifesto is a 23-page pam-
phlet that was issued in 1848 and has since been translated 
into more than 30 languages (Marcus 1998). Upon read-
ing it today, more than 150 years later, one is “struck by 
the eerie way in which its 1848 description of capitalism 
resembles the restless, anxious and competitive world of 
today’s global economy” (Lewis 1998, p. A17).

The Manifesto includes these famous lines: “The work-
ers have nothing to lose but their chains; they have a 
whole world to gain. Workers of all countries, unite.” In 
an essay marking the 150th anniversary of The Communist 
Manifesto, John Cassidy (1997) wrote that “in many ways, 
Marx’s legacy has been obscured by the failure of Commu-
nism, which wasn’t his primary interest. In fact, . . . Marx 
was a student of capitalism, and that is how he should be 
judged” (p. 248).

Marx sought to analyze and explain confl ict, the major 
force that drives social change. The character of confl ict 
is shaped directly and profoundly by the means of pro-
duction, the resources (land, tools, equipment, factories, 
transportation, and labor) essential to the production and 
distribution of goods and services. Marx viewed every his-
torical period as characterized by a system of production 
that gave rise to specifi c types of confrontation between 
an exploiting class and an exploited class. For Marx, class 
confl ict was the vehicle that propelled people from one 
historical epoch to another.

From Marx’s perspective, the Industrial Revolution 
was accompanied by the rise of two distinct classes, creat-
ing a fundamental divide: the bourgeoisie, the owners of 
the means of production, and the proletariat, those indi-
viduals who must sell their labor to the bourgeoisie. Marx 
expressed profound moral outrage over the plight of the 
proletariat, who, at the time of his writings, were unable 
to afford the products of their labor and suffered from 
deplorable living conditions. Marx devoted his life to doc-
umenting and understanding the causes and consequences 
of this inequality, which he connected to a fatal fl aw in the 
organization of production (Lengermann 1974).

Karl Marx believed that the pursuit of profi t was behind 
the explosion of technological innovation and the never-
before-seen increase in the amount of goods and services 
produced during the Industrial Revolution. In a capitalist 
system, profi t is the most important measure of success. 
Marx described class confl ict as an antagonism that grows 
out of the opposing interests held by these two parties. 
The bourgeoisie’s interest lies with making a profi t and the 
proletariat’s with increasing wages. To maximize profi t, 
the bourgeoisie work to cut labor costs with labor-saving 
technologies, employ the lowest-cost workers, and fi nd the 
cheapest materials to make products.

The capitalist system is a vehicle of change in that it 
requires technology and products to be revolutionized 
constantly. Marx believed that capitalism was the fi rst eco-
nomic system capable of maximizing the immense produc-

con� ict The major force that drives social change.

bourgeoisie The owners of the means of production who exploit the 
labor of the proletariat.

proletariat Those individuals who must sell their labor to the 
bourgeoisie.

Karl Marx�s writings have had a tremendous in� uence on the discipline 
of sociology. At his funeral, Friedrich Engels spoke these words: �On the 
14th of March 1883, at a quarter to three in the afternoon, the greatest 
living thinker ceased to think.�
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 14 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

compensated hedge fund managers who bet in this way 
earned $3.7 billion in one year (Anderson 2008).

Marx’s description of the fi nance aristocracy applies to 
those who seek to increase their wealth without creating a 
product or service in exchange for money earned. During 
the years preceding the debt crisis, these high-yield fi nancial 
products disproportionately rewarded the wealthiest 1 to 2 
percent of the U.S. and global populations (Frank 2009). 

Émile Durkheim (1858�1918)

To describe the Industrial Revolution and its effects, 
Frenchman Émile Durkheim focused on the division of 
labor and solidarity. The division of labor is the way a soci-
ety divides and assigns day-to-day tasks. Durkheim was 
interested in how the division of labor affected solidarity, 
the system of social ties that connects people to one another 
and to the wider society. This system of social ties acts as 
“cement” binding people to each other and to the society. 
Durkheim observed that industrialization changed the 
division of labor from relatively simple to complex and, 
by extension, changed the nature of solidarity. Durkheim 
believed that the sociologist’s task is to analyze and explain 
the solidarity. Durkheim’s preoccupation with the ties that 
bind is evident in his writings on education, deviance, the 

luxury among masses of starving, low-paid, and unem-
ployed workers (Bologna 2008, Proudhon 1847). The fi nance 
aristocracy includes bankers and stockholders seemingly 
detached from the world of “work.” Marx (1856) described 
this source of income as “created from nothing—without 
labor and without creating a product or service to sell in 
exchange for wealth.” The fi nance aristocracy speculates or 
employs fi nancial advisors to speculate for them. “But while 
speculation has this power of inventiveness, it is at the same 
time also a gamble and a search for the ‘easy life’; as such it 
is the art of getting rich without work.” According to Marx 
(1856), the fi nancial aristocracy appropriate to themselves 
“public funds or private funds without giving anything 
equivalent in exchange; it is the cancer of production, the 
plague of society and of states.”(Bologna 2008, Proudhon 
1847)

Marx on the Economic Crisis. If Karl Marx were alive today, 
he would emphasize the size and power of the fi nancial 
sector, which accounts for 21 percent of the gross domestic 
product (GDP) of the United States. This sector includes 
corporations such as Bank of America and Citigroup that 
are considered too big to fail. By contrast, the manufac-
turing sector accounts for 12 to 13 percent of GDP. Marx 
would also point out that the growth of the fi nancial sec-
tor was fueled by consumer debt—whether that debt is 
derived from mortgages, college loans, car loans, credit 
cards, or commercial borrowing. Specifi cally, Marx would 
emphasize the fact that the fi nancial elite created and 
lobbied for minimally regulated fi nancial products that 
allowed lenders to assume no risk from making bad loans. 
Those products included securitization and credit default 
swaps (CDSs). Securitization, as it relates to loans, involves 
lenders packaging hundreds to hundreds of thousands of 
loans of varying risk of default together and selling them 
to investors. In selling the loans, the lender makes an 
immediate profi t and walks away from the loan; the inves-
tors assume the risk of borrowers defaulting. However, the 
investors lowered their risk through credit default swaps, 
an insurance-like system in which investors take out poli-
cies to protect themselves from loan defaults by shifting 
the risk onto a third party (an insurance company). To 
complicate matters, those who purchase credit default 
swaps do not have to own the insured loan; other inves-
tors can purchase that “insurance” as a bet that borrow-
ers will default. If that happens, the buyer collects. Hedge 
fund managers who purchased CDSs as bets that high-
risk borrowers would default on their home mortgages 
represent one example of high-stake investors being able 
to profi t even during the debt crisis. One of the highest-

To avoid a run on the banks reminiscent of the Great Depression, in 
2008 and 2009 the U.S. government bailed out banks and other � nan-
cial institutions. One of the most publicized bailouts went to American 
International Group (AIG), which sold credit protection on collateralized 
debt obligations (CDOs). When credit default rates increased and home 
values fell, many investors � led claims to collect on failed investments. 
The U.S. government gave AIG several hundred billion dollars so it could 
meet its credit default swap obligations to those banks and companies 
that had taken out policies. Its payouts included $8.1 billion to Goldman 
Sachs, $5.4 billion to Deutsche Bank, $4.9 billion to Merrill Lynch, and 
$700 million to Royal Bank of Scotland (Walsh 2009).
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solidarity The ties that bind people to one another in a society.
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to others in the society are weak. When individuals are 
detached from others, they encounter less resistance to sui-
cide. The lives of the chronically ill, for example, are often 
characterized by excessive individuation if friends, family, 
and other acquaintances avoid interacting with the ill per-
son out of fear of upsetting the patient or themselves.

Altruistic describes a state in which the ties attaching 
the individual to the group are such that he or she has no 
life beyond the group. In these situations, a person’s sense 
of self cannot be separated from the group. When such 
people commit suicide, it is on behalf of the group they 
love more than themselves. The classic example is mem-
bers of a military unit: the fi rst quality of soldiers is a sense 
of selfl essness. Soldiers must be trained to place little value 
on the self and to sacrifi ce themselves for the unit and its 
larger purpose.

Anomic describes a state in which the ties attaching 
the individual to the group are disrupted due to dramatic 
changes in social circumstances. Durkheim gave particu-
lar emphasis to economic circumstances such as a reces-
sion, a depression, or an economic boom. In all cases, a 
reclassifi cation occurs that suddenly casts individuals into 
a lower or higher status than before. When people are cast 
into a lower status, they must reduce their requirements, 
restrain their needs, and practice self-control. When indi-
viduals are cast into a higher status, they must adjust to 
increased prosperity, which unleashes aspirations and 
expands desires to an unlimited extent. A thirst to acquire 
goods and services arises that cannot be satisfi ed.

Fatalistic describes a state in which the ties attaching 
the individual to the group involve discipline so oppres-
sive it offers no chance of release. Under such conditions, 
individuals see their futures as permanently blocked. 
Durkheim asked, “Do not the suicides of slaves, said to be 
frequent under certain conditions, belong to this type?” 
(1951, p. 276).

division of labor, and suicide (see Chapters 4, 5, 7, and 12). 
By way of introduction to Durkheim’s emphasis, we turn 
to his writings on suicide.

In Suicide, Durkheim argued that it is futile to study the 
immediate circumstances that lead people to kill them-
selves, because an infi nite number of such circumstances 
exist. For example, one person may kill herself in the 
midst of newly acquired wealth, while another kills herself 
in the lap of poverty. One may kill himself because he is 
unhappy in his marriage and feels trapped, while another 
kills himself because his unhappy marriage has just ended 
in divorce. In one case, a person kills himself after losing 
a business; in another case, a lottery winner kills herself 
because she cannot tolerate her family and friends fi ght-
ing one another to share in her newfound fortune. Because 
almost any personal circumstance can serve as a pretext 
for suicide, Durkheim concluded that there is no situation 
that could not serve as an occasion for someone’s suicide.

Durkheim also reasoned that no central emotional 
quality was common to all suicides. We can point to cases 
in which people live on through horrible misfortune while 
others kill themselves over seemingly minor troubles. 
Moreover, we can cite examples in which people renounce 
life at times when it is most comfortable or at times of 
great achievement. Given these conceptual diffi culties, 
Durkheim offered a defi nition of suicide that goes beyond 
its popular meaning (the act of intentionally killing one-
self). This defi nition takes the spotlight off the victim and 
points it outward toward the ties that bind (or fail to bind) 
people to others in the society. In short, Durkheim defi ned 
suicide as the severing of relationships. To make his case, 
he argued that every group has a greater or lesser propen-
sity for suicide. The suicide rates for various age, sex, and 
race groups in the United States, for example, show that 
for some categories of people—the elderly, males, 15- to 
19-year-olds—suicide is more prevalent than for other 
categories. From a sociological point of view, these differ-
ences in suicide rates cannot be explained by pointing to 
each victim’s immediate circumstances.

Instead, Durkheim examined the social ties that bind 
or fail to bind social categories to others. For example, all 
people who suddenly fi nd themselves in the unemployed 
category must adjust to life without a job. That adjust-
ment may entail fi nding a way to live on a reduced budget, 
trying to stay cheerful while hunting for a job, or feeling 
uncomfortable around friends who have a job. Accord-
ing to Durkheim, it is inevitable that a certain number of 
those in the unemployed category will succumb to social 
pressures and choose to sever the relationships from which 
such pressures emanate.

Durkheim identifi ed four types of social ties, each 
of which describes a different kind of relationship to the 
group: egoistic, altruistic, anomic, and fatalistic. Egoistic 
describes a state in which the ties attaching the individual 

suicide The act of severing relationships.

egoistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to others 
in the society are weak.

altruistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to the 
group are such that he or she has no life beyond the group and strives 
to blend in with the group to have a sense of being.

anomic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to the 
group are disrupted due to dramatic changes in economic 
circumstances.

fatalistic A state in which the ties attaching the individual to 
the group involve discipline so oppressive it offers no chance of 
release.
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a higher status, they must adjust to increased prosperity, 
which unleashes aspirations and expands desires to an 
unlimited extent, thus creating a thirst to acquire goods 
and services that cannot be satisfi ed. The debt crisis, on 
the other hand, pushed people into a lower status and 
drastically lowered their sense of prosperity. Now, many 
people fi nd themselves in situations where they must 
reduce their requirements, restrain their needs, and prac-
tice self-control.

Max Weber (1864�1920)

The German scholar Max Weber made it his task to ana-
lyze and explain how the Industrial Revolution affected 
social action—actions people take in response to oth-
ers—with emphasis on the forces that motivate people to 
act. In this regard, Weber suggested that sociologists focus 
on the broad reasons that people pursue goals, whatever 
those goals may be. He believed that social action is ori-
ented toward one of four ideal types—ideal, not in the 
sense of being the most desirable, but as a gauge against 
which actual behavior can be compared. In the case of 
social action, an ideal type is a deliberate simplifi cation or 
caricature of what motivates people to act, in that it exag-
gerates and emphasizes the distinguishing characteristics 
that make one type of action distinct from another. In 
reality, social action is not so clear-cut but involves some 
mixture of the four types.

1. Traditional—a goal is pursued because it was pursued 
in the past (i.e., “that is the way it has always been”).

2. Affectional—a goal is pursued in response to an emo-
tion such as revenge, love, or loyalty (a soldier throws 
himself/herself on a grenade out of love and sense of 
duty for those in his/her unit).

3. Value-rational—a valued goal is pursued with a deep 
and abiding awareness of the “symbolic meaning” of 
the actions taken to pursue the goal. “There can be no 
compromises or cost-accounting, no rational weigh-
ing of one end against another” (Weintraub and Soares 
2005). Instead, action is guided by codes of conduct 
that prohibit certain kinds of behavior and permit oth-
ers. With value-rational action, the manner in which 
people go about achieving a goal is valued as much as 
the goal itself—perhaps even more so as, in an effort to 
stay true to a code of conduct, the goal may not be real-
ized (Weintraub and Soares 2005).

4. Instrumental-rational—a valued goal is pursued by the 
most effi cient means, often without considering the 
appropriateness or consequences of those means. It is 
result-oriented action. In the context of the Industrial 
Revolution, the valued goal is profi t and the most effi cient 
means are the cost-effective ones taken without regard 
for their consequences to workers or the environment. In 
contrast to value-rational action, this type of action does 

Durkheim on the Economic Crisis. If Durkheim were alive 
today, he would focus on the ties that bind lenders and 
borrowers to one another (solidarity) with particular 
emphasis on how that relationship has changed as a result 
of new technologies such as computers, the Internet, and 
new fi nancial products (such as securitization and CDSs). 
Broadly speaking, banking shifted away from a system in 
which the neighborhood bank dominated loan making to 
one in which regional, national, international, and global-
scale banks with many branches and online fi nancial ser-
vices dominated. In addition, a shadow banking industry 
emerged—nonbanks such as investment fi rms and hedge 
funds that offered “bank-like” products and services with 
higher returns than did savings and checking accounts. 
Now, instead of banking at a community-based bank, 
consumers deal with fi nancial corporations in which they 
remain largely anonymous. Durkheim would be most 
interested in how the personal, face-to-face relationship 
between borrowers and lenders was replaced by a system 
in which they remained largely anonymous.

Durkheim’s concept of anomie is also useful for think-
ing about how both easy credit and debt crisis affect peo-
ple and their relationships to others. The era of easy credit 
and high returns on investments gave many people access 
to lifestyles that they could not afford, casting them into 
a higher status and giving them a false sense of prosper-
ity. Durkheim argues that when individuals are cast into 

The debt crisis was preceded by a period of easy credit in which 
people who could not afford a home in a particular price range were 
able to obtain loans from those banks engaging in the subprime 
lending. The easy credit unleashed aspirations and expanded 
desires. The debt crisis cast many people into a lower status, 
where they had to reduce their consumption, constrain needs, and 
practice self-control.
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social action Actions people take in response to others.
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loans to disappear. Now, when borrowers defaulted, the 
value of the home could not cover the cost of their debts.

W.E.B. DuBois (1868�1963)
Another voice that was initially ignored and then later 
“discovered” as important to sociology is that of the U.S. 
educator and writer W.E.B. DuBois. DuBois wrote about 
the “strange meaning of being black” and about the color 
line. In The Souls of Black Folk (1903)—a book that has 
been republished in 119 editions (Gates 2003)—DuBois 
announced his preoccupation with the “strange meaning of 
being black here in the dawning of the Twentieth Century.” 
The strange meaning of being black in America includes a 
double consciousness that DuBois defi ned as “this sense 
of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of 

not require or prohibit any manner by which people go 
about achieving goals—any way of achieving the desired 
end is allowed. One might equate this type of action with 
an addiction in the sense that the person will work to 
acquire a drug or other desired state at any cost to self 
or to others. There is an inevitable self-destructive qual-
ity to this form of action (Henri 2000). In the short run, 
the instrumental-rational action (with no constraints 
on behavior) will defeat the value-rationally motivated 
actors. However, in the long run the “anything goes” 
approach will eventually collapse on itself.

Weber maintained that in the presence of industrializa-
tion, behavior was less likely to be motivated by tradition or 
emotion and was more likely to be instrumental-rational. 
Weber was particularly concerned about instrumental-
rational action because he believed that it could lead to 
disenchantment, a great spiritual void accompanied by a 
crisis of meaning.

Weber on the Economic Crisis. Weber’s concept of 
instrumental-rational action in which a valued goal is pur-
sued by the most effi cient means, often without consider-
ing the appropriateness or consequences of those means, 
best applies to those lenders, borrowers, and investors who 
focused exclusively on material gain by whatever means 
necessary. In an effort to achieve the American dream—
which includes home ownership and economic success—
many Americans took out home loans they could not 
afford as the fastest way to achieve that success. In addition, 
Americans opened a record number of credit cards with 
generous credit limits but high interest rates. Once in credit 
card debt, banks advised them to consolidate that debt 
with a lower-interest home equity loan. Of course, many 
banks gave equity loans that equaled and even exceeded 
the infl ated value of the indebted homes, which were being 
used as collateral. When housing prices dropped, many 
borrowers owed more than the value of their home.

The exclusive focus on material gain caused lenders to 
abandon the proven way of making safe loans—that is, to 
make loans to creditworthy borrowers with a good credit 
history and those able to put up collateral/equity as security. 
In addition, many lenders arranged terms that exceeded 
lenders’ actual capacity to pay. Securitization and credit 
default swaps took the risk out of making and investing in 
bad loans. Without risk there is moral hazard, a situation 
in which lenders believe that they can make risky loans, 
and even loans they know will result in default, because 
they will not have to absorb losses incurred from borrow-
ers who default. Abandoning these lending practices also 
meant that home builders and buyers could secure easy 
money to build and buy houses, creating a glut of overval-
ued houses on the market. This, coupled with high rates 
of default on mortgages, eventually caused home values to 
fall and a major source of collateral/equity backing up the 

W.E.B. DuBois�s writings on the �strange meaning of being black� in 
America were no doubt in� uenced by his French, African, and Dutch 
ancestry.

Th
e 

Li
br

ar
y o

f C
on

gr
es

s

double consciousness According to DuBois, �this sense of always 
looking at one�s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one�s 
soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and 
pity.� The double consciousness includes a sense of two-ness: �an 
American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.�
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hand, there is no global plan in place to help the world’s 
poorest people, whose precarious economies (legacies of 
colonization) are in jeopardy. The poorest countries are 
experiencing a catastrophic loss of income because the 
demand from wealthier countries for their commodities 
has decreased, bringing about a corresponding decline in 
the price of those exports. For example, in 2009 Botswana, 
a country dependent on diamond exports, lost 90 percent 
of that revenue. Cameroon, a country dependent on tim-
ber exports, lost $300 million in annual revenue (Woods 
2009; Stearns 2009). In the face of such crisis, the poorest 
countries do not have the resources to institute a stimulus 
package. In addition, wealthier countries have reduced the 
amount of aid they are sending and remittances—money 
sent home by those living abroad—have declined sharply 
in the wake of the global economic crisis. Without revenue 
from exports, foreign aid, and remittances, poor countries 
have to reduce their already inadequate public services. 
As a result, signifi cant numbers of teachers, nurses, and 
police have been laid off. Children—especially girls—stop 
attending school. Finally, the emergency measures govern-
ments in richer countries are employing to protect their 
economies take a toll on the poorest countries as well. For 
instance, government subsidies provided by richer coun-
tries to favored industries, or policies encouraging banks 
to lend at home, disadvantage poor countries seeking to 
sell their products or trying to secure loans on interna-
tional markets (Woods 2009).

Jane Addams (1860�1935)

In 1889 Jane Addams (with Ellen Gates Starr) co-founded 
one of the fi rst settlement houses in the United States, the 
Chicago Hull House. Settlement houses, which originated 
in London, were community centers that provided services 
to the poor and other marginalized populations. Settle-
ments were supported by the wealthy donors from the sur-
rounding community and by university faculty and college 
students who lived with, served, and learned from these 
populations. Hull House, considered one of the two largest 
and most infl uential settlements in the United States, offered 
educational, cultural, and social services to immigrants 
and other diverse populations of Chicago. At the time of 
Hull House’s founding, immigrants constituted almost 50 
percent of Chicago’s population, which was second in size 
only to New York’s immigrant population. Hull House was 
established at a time when Chicago was industrializing and 
in the midst of unprecedented growth that started in 1860 
when the city’s population was 10,000; over the course of 
the next 50 years, it grew to 2 million. The dramatic increase 
was accompanied by a variety of social problems, including 
homelessness, substandard housing, unemployment, and 
exploitive and unsafe working conditions.

Hull House’s facilities included a night school for adults, 
morning kindergarten classes, clubs for girls and boys, a 

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on 
in amused contempt and pity.” The double consciousness 
includes a sense of two-ness: “an American, a Negro; two 
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two war-
ring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being torn asunder.” DuBois’s preoccupation 
with the “strange meaning of being black” was no doubt 
affected by the facts that his father was a Haitian of French 
and African descent and his mother was an American of 
Dutch and African descent (Lewis 1993). Historically in the 
United States, a person has been considered “black” even 
when his or her parents are of different or blended “races.” 
To accept this idea, we must act as if whites and blacks do 
not marry each other or produce offspring together and as 
if one parent, the “black” one, contributes a disproportion-
ate amount of genetic material—so large that it negates the 
genetic contribution of the other parent.

In addition to writing about the “strange meaning 
of being black” and about racial mixing, DuBois also 
wrote about the color line, a barrier supported by cus-
toms and laws separating nonwhites from whites, espe-
cially with regard to their place in the division of labor. 
The color line originated with the colonial expansion that 
accompanied the Industrial Revolution. That expansion 
involved rival European powers (Britain, France, Ger-
many, Belgium, Portugal, the Netherlands, and Italy) 
competing to secure colonies, and by extension, the labor 
and natural resources within those colonies. The colo-
nies’ resources and labor fueled European and American 
industrialization. DuBois (1970) traced the color line’s 
origin to the scramble for Africa’s resources, beginning 
with the slave trade upon which the British empire and 
American republic were built, costing black Africa “no 
less than 100,000,000 souls” (p. 246). DuBois maintained 
that the world was able “to endure this horrible tragedy 
by deliberately stopping its ears and changing the subject 
in conversation” (p. 246). He further maintained that an 
honest review of Africa’s history could only bring us to 
conclude that Western governments and corporations 
coveted Africa for its natural resources and for the cheap 
labor needed to extract them.

DuBois on the Economic Crisis. If W.E.B. DuBois were 
alive today, he would emphasize that while the debt cri-
sis is global in scale, the focus is primarily on the world’s 
richest countries and their efforts to fi x their own fi nan-
cial system through various kinds of stimulus packages, 
or by turning to institutionalized safety nets. On the other 

color line A barrier supported by customs and laws separating 
nonwhites from whites, especially with regard to their place in the 
division of labor.
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As one measure of Addams’s infl uence and popularity in 
American society, consider that in the results of one newspa-
per poll asking, “Who among our contemporaries are of the 
most value to the community?” she was voted second, after 
Thomas Edison (U.S. Library of Congress 2008). However, 
when Addams publicly opposed U.S. involvement in World 
War I (1914–1918), she was branded a traitor and unpatriotic 
and was expelled from the Daughters of the American Revo-
lution. Many years later, in 1931, Jane Addams was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize for her work to promote peace, which 
included her opposition to the war and her humanitarian 
efforts assisting President Herbert Hoover in providing 
food aid and other relief to those living in enemy nations 
(Abrams 1997). Jane Addams’s infl uence on the discipline of 
sociology is apparent, as she helped to found the American 
Sociological Association (see Working for Change).

Addams on the Economic Crisis. If Jane Addams were alive 
today, she would employ sympathetic knowledge to under-
stand the debt crisis’s effects on poor and marginalized 
peoples. She would also emphasize the response of commu-
nity centers and other nonprofi t organizations in address-
ing the increased numbers of newly poor—“the next layer 
of people—a rapidly expanding roster of childcare work-
ers, nurse’s aides, real estate agents and secretaries facing a 
fi nancial crisis for the fi rst time” (Bosman 2009). Addams 
would consider how “the face of those who need food is 
changing.” As one food bank staff member explained it: 
“When I came here, it was mostly people on a very fi xed 
income or people who were very poor. Now we are seeing 
more people who consider themselves middle class or even 
slightly above middle class” (O’Donoghue 2009). Feeding 
America (2009), a network of 200 food banks across the 
United States, surveyed its members to learn what fac-
tors are behind the rise in demand for emergency food 
assistance. Respondents pointed to rising costs of food, 
increased unemployment and underemployment, the cost 
of fuel, unmanageable mortgage and rent costs, and an 
inadequate amount of food stamps. The survey found that 
72 percent of food banks were not able to meet this demand 
without reducing the amount of food distributed per per-
son. The survey asked respondents to describe the new 
populations requesting emergency food assistance.

• 99.4% reported seeing more fi rst-time users.

• 74% reported seeing more newly unemployed persons.

• 73% reported seeing increased need among existing 
clients (more repeat visits).

• 59% reported seeing more employed persons.

• 48% reported seeing more children.

public kitchen, an art gallery, a coffeehouse, recreation facil-
ities (including a swimming pool), a music school, a drama 
group, and a library. The Hull House had strong ties with the 
University of Chicago School of Sociology, and, through her 
community-based work, Jane Addams infl uenced sociologi-
cal thought and work in an area of the discipline now known 
as “public sociology.” Not only did she establish a variety 
of programs and services to address the needs of Chicago’s 
urban population, but Addams also worked to give those 
populations a voice and to change the way society operated 
with regard to child labor, juvenile justice, industrial safety, 
working hours, women’s and minority rights, and a variety 
of other areas (Deegan 1986; Hamington 2007).

The Chicago sociologists considered her work “social 
work” and an appropriate specialization for women. For 
that reason, female students tended to intern and live at Hull 
House. Addams, however, did not consider her work social 
work. She maintained that the settlements were equivalent 
to an applied university where knowledge about how to 
change the situation of people could be applied and tested. 
Addams advocated for sympathetic knowledge, fi rst-hand 
knowledge gained by living and working among those being 
studied because “knowing one another better reinforces the 
common connection of people such that the potential for 
caring and empathetic moral actions increase” (Addams 
1912, p. 7). Addams made a point of never addressing a 
“Chicago audience on the subject of the Settlement and its 
vicinity without inviting a neighbor to go with me, that I 
might curb my hasty generalization by the consciousness 
that I had an auditor who knew the conditions more inti-
mately than I could hope to do” (Addams 1910, p. 80).

The global debt crisis caused consumption of commodities such as 
timber and diamonds to drop in the United States, Europe, and other 
wealthy countries. Cargo ships carried less product from poorer to 
richer countries. This drop in consumption affected countries such 
as Botswana, for which 66 percent of exports are diamonds, and 
Cameroon, for which timber is a major export.
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sympathetic knowledge First-hand knowledge gained by living and 
working among those being studied.
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the most pressing social problems are part of a larger, global 

situation. Global interdependence is a situation in which 
human interactions and relationships transcend national 
borders and in which social problems within any one 
country—such as unemployment, drug addiction, water 
shortages, natural disasters, or the search for national 
security—are shaped by social forces and events taking 
place outside the country, indeed in various parts of the 
globe. Global interdependence is part of a dynamic process 
known as globalization—the ever-increasing flow of 
goods, services, money, people, technology, information, 
and other cultural items across political borders (Held, 
McGraw, Goldblatt, and Perraton 1999). This f low has 
become more dense and quick moving as space- and time-
related constraints separating people in various locations 
seemingly dissolve. As a result of globalization, no lon-

The Importance of a Global 
Perspective

� CORE CONCEPT 6: A global perspective assumes that 

social interactions do not stop at political borders and that 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

nizer in Chicago who became known 
as the Angel of the Stockyards.

In 1906, the American Sociologi-
cal Society held its fi rst offi cial meet-
ing at Brown University in Providence, 
Rhode Island. The meeting was a great 
success and marked the beginning of a 
steady growth of American sociology.

In 1909, six of the founding mem-
bers of the American Sociological 
Society helped organize the National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP). Since then, 
American sociologists have continued 
and expanded their effort to promote 
understanding and respect of racial 
and ethnic minorities.

In 1936, the fi rst issue of the American Sociological 
Review was published. Today, the organization produces 
10 journals and a wide range of reports and position state-
ments on important social issues.

Since its inception, the organization has grown from 
115 members to nearly 14,000. But more importantly, 
over the past 100 years, it has had a signifi cant role in the 
understanding and shaping of American society.

Source: Adapted from A Century of Progress: Presidential Refl ections 1905–2005, 
American Sociological Association, Gale Largey, writer/director.

The American Sociological Association

IN DECEMBER 1905, a group of 
sociologists, many of whom were 
members of the American Economic 
Association, met at Johns Hopkins 
University to organize the American 
Sociological Society (renamed the 
American Sociological Association 
in 1959). Their goal was to foster the 
discipline of sociology and to increase 
its practical infl uence upon American 
society. Lester F. Ward, the recog-
nized founder of American sociology, 
was unanimously elected president. 
The founding members included:

• Charlotte Perkins Gilman, a 
highly infl uential humanist whose 
writings have been an inspiration 
for generations of feminists; a woman who dedicated 
her book Man Made World to Lester Ward.

• Jane Addams, a pioneer in social work; a renowned 
leader of the Woman’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom and Nobel Laureate in 1931.

• Emily Balch, a noted sociology professor and activist; 
a woman who changed her pacifi st beliefs to defend 
fundamental human rights against Nazism. She was a 
Nobel Peace Laureate.

• Mary McDowell, a vigorous advocate for the rights of 
minorities and the poor, a staunch trade union orga-

Vi
ta

liy
 V

oz
ny

ak

global interdependence A situation in which social activity tran-
scends national borders and in which one country�s problems�such as 
unemployment, drug abuse, water shortages, natural disasters, and 
the search for national security in the face of terrorism�are part of a 
larger global situation.

globalization The ever-increasing � ow of goods, services, money, 
people, information, and culture across political borders.
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ger are people, goods, services, technologies, money, and 
images fixed to specific geographic locations (see No Bor-
ders, No Boundaries).

The classic sociologists were wide ranging and com-
parative in their outlooks. They did not limit their obser-
vations to a single academic discipline, a single period in 
history, or a single society. They were particularly inter-
ested in the transformative powers of history, and they 
located the issues they studied according to time and 
place. All lived at a time when Europe was colonizing 
much of Asia and Africa; when Europeans were migrating 
to the United States, Canada, South Africa, Australia, New 
Zealand, and South America; and when enslaved people 
and/or indentured servants were moving to new areas to 
fi ll demands for cheap labor. Sociologist Patricia M. Leng-
ermann (1974) describes the signifi cance of European 
expansion and movement of peoples on the discipline of 
sociology:

Explorers, traders, missionaries, administrators, and anthro-

pologists recorded and reported more or less accurately the 

details of life in the multitudes of new social groupings which 

they encountered. . . . Never had man more evidence of the 

variety of answers which his species could produce in response 

to the problems of living. This knowledge was built into the 

foundations of sociology—indeed, one impulse behind the 

emergence of the fi eld must surely have been Western man’s 

need to interpret this evidence of cultural variation. (1974, 

p. 37)

This textbook continues this tradition by incorpo-
rating a global perspective throughout. It applies socio-
logical concepts and theories to a wide range of critical 
issues, international relationships, and events affecting 
the United States that cannot be separated from a larger 
global context (Held, McGraw, Goldblatt, and Perraton 
1999). A global perspective is guided by the following 
assumptions:

• Globalization is not new, although the scale of global 
interdependence changed dramatically with the Indus-
trial Revolution, which created a production process 
that draws unprecedented amounts of labor and raw 
materials from even the remotest corners of the world 
to produce unprecedented quantities of material goods 
and services, which are distributed unevenly.

• Globalization has been further intensifi ed by the 
Internet and related technologies, which allow people 
around the world to communicate instantaneously. 
In addition, it has increased global competition for 
jobs that involve processing, managing, and analyzing 
information.

• Globally established social arrangements that we never 
see deliver to us products and services, including apple 
juice containing concentrate from Austria, China, 

Turkey, and other countries (Lemert 1995; Zaniello 
2007).

• The global exchange of goods, services, and infl uences 
is uneven, with some countries—most notably, the 
United States—generally being the more dominant 
trading partners.

• Multinational and global corporations are key forces in 
structuring social relationships that transcend national 
boundaries (Harvey, Rail, and Thibault 1996).

• Efforts to open and erase national boundaries are 
accompanied by simultaneous efforts to protect and 
enforce boundaries. Gatekeepers such as airport secu-
rity and border patrol offi cers seek to process travelers 

Globalization involved two seemingly opposing trends embodied in 
these photographs of activity along the Mexico�U.S. border. On one 
hand, border patrol of� cers seek to process travelers and cargo mov-
ing across the border as quickly as possible and, at the same time, 
close access to real and imagined threats. Each year there are an esti-
mated 300 million border crossings from Mexico into the United States. 
In hopes of preventing this massive exchange of people, the United 
States is constructing 700 miles of strategically placed fences along 
that border, including reinforced fencing, physical barriers, lighting, 
cameras, and sensors to stop illegal crossings. (Dinan 2007)
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and cargo from around the world as quickly as possible 
and yet close access to high-risk threats.

• As part of the pursuit of profi t, multinational corpora-
tions are increasingly gaining and solidifying control 
over scarce and valued basic life-sustaining resources, 
such as water, seeds, human organs and tissue, and 
DNA (Zaniello 2007).

Depending on where you live and who you are, global-
ization plays out differently. On the one hand, it connects 

the economically, politically, and educationally advan-
taged to one another while pushing to the sidelines those 
who are not so advantaged. On the other hand, it connects 
those working at the grassroots level to protect, restore, 
and nurture the environment and to enhance access for 
the disadvantaged to the basic resources they need to live 
a dignifi ed existence (Calhoun 2002; Brecher, Childs, and 
Cutler 1993).

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Globalization 

Consumption of goods and services is not a one-way 
exchange in which the buying culture simply accepts a 
foreign product as it is known and used in the exporting 
culture(s). While the products of corporate capitalism 
penetrate local markets, they do not eliminate demand 
for local ingredients and products. Moreover, local tastes 
are incorporated into corporate offerings. Coca-Cola, for 
example, offers 450 different brands in 200 countries, 
many brands that we may not have heard about, such as 
Inca Ko, a sparkling beverage available in South America; 
Samurai, an energy drink available in Asia; and Vita, an 
African juice drink. Just because a Big Mac or a Coke can 
be found anywhere in the world does not mean that locally, 
regionally, or nationally inspired products vanish.

Position 4: Globalization and its interconnections 
intensify cultural differences by actually “sparking reli-
gious, ethnic, and cultural confl icts as people fi ght to 
preserve their identity and particular way of life” to resist 
Western infl uences that have dominated globalization 
to date, to assert an identity that “clashes” with Western 
ideals (i.e., individualism, freedom of expression, democ-
racy), or to protect and enforce boundaries even as they are 
opened and erased (Appelrouth and Edles 2007, p. 568). 
Gatekeepers such as airport security and border patrol offi -
cers seek to process travelers and cargo from around the 
world as quickly as possible and, at the same time, close 
access to real and imagined threats. As a case in point, 
each year there are an estimated 300 million border cross-
ings from Mexico into the United States (one indicator of 
global interdependence). In hopes of preventing this mas-
sive exchange of people, the U.S. is constructing 700 miles 
of strategically placed fences along that border, including 
reinforced fencing, physical barriers, lighting, cameras, 
and sensors to stop illegal crossings (Dinan 2007).

GLOBALIZATION INVOLVES ECONOMIC, political, 
and cultural transformations. There are at least four posi-
tions on the nature of these transformations (Appelrouth 
and Edles 2007).

Position 1: Globalization is producing a homogeneous 
world characterized by (1) a belief that freedom of expression 
and appreciation of, and respect for, human and cultural 
differences should be universally valued and (2) a fusion 
of distinct cultural practices into a new world culture. This 
respect and fusion is embodied in trends such as world beat, 
world cuisine, and world cinema. Globalization includes the 
emergence of the global citizen, who thinks of the world as 
one community and feels a responsibility to the planet. The 
size of the 2007 Live Earth concerts, which engaged 2 billion 
people worldwide, is evidence that the concept of a global 
citizen, even if not fully developed, is emerging.

Position 2: Globalization is producing a homogeneous 
world by destroying variety or the local cultures that get in 
the way of progress or simply cannot compete against large 
corporations. The engines of cultural destruction—some-
times referred to as McWorld and Coca-colonization—are 
consumerism and corporate capitalism. How is globaliza-
tion destroying local cultures? When people eat a Big Mac 
or drink a Coke, they are consuming more than a burger 
or a drink; they are also consuming American/Western 
images and their associated values. Those values relate to 
importance placed on food (the time to prepare it and eat), 
the nature of the relationship between the cook and the 
person eating (personal versus anonymous), and the place 
of the individual in relationship to the group (i.e., I can eat 
whatever I want whenever I want versus I eat what others 
are eating at standard times of the day).

Position 3: Globalization actually brings value to and 
appreciation for local products and ways of doing things. 



� CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociologists focus on the social forces that shape human 
activity.
Sociology is the study of human activity as it is affected by social forces emanat-
ing from groups, organizations, societies, and even the global community. The 
activities sociologists study are too many to name, but they can include people 
using credit cards, college students using loans to pay for education, individuals 
donating blood and selling plasma, good friends walking in public, the unem-
ployed searching for ways to secure an income, or a child gazing in a mirror and 
wondering why she is considered a different race from her father. On some level, 
social forces exist outside the consciousness of individuals. French sociologist 
Émile Durkheim believed that social facts are ideas, feelings, and ways of behav-
ing “that possess the remarkable property of existing outside the consciousness of 
the individual.”

� CORE CONCEPT 2: Sociologist Peter L. Berger offers the 
best description of the sociological consciousness: �The first 
wisdom of sociology is this�things are not what they seem.�
Berger equates sociologists with curious observers walking the 
neighborhood streets of a large city, fascinated with what they 
cannot see taking place behind the building walls. The wish 
to look inside and learn more is analogous to the sociological 
perspective. The discipline of sociology offers us theories and 
concepts needed to look beyond popular meanings and interpre-
tations of what is going on around us.

� CORE CONCEPT 3: Sociologists distinguish between troubles, which can be 
resolved by changing the individual, and issues, which can be resolved only by 
addressing the social forces that created them.
Troubles are personal needs, problems, or diffi culties that can be explained in terms 
of individual shortcomings in motivation, attitude, ability, character, or judgment. 
The resolution of a trouble, if it can indeed be resolved, lies in changing the individ-
ual in some way. By comparison, an issue is a matter that can be explained only by 
factors outside an individual’s control and immediate environment. Issues can only 
be resolved by implementing solutions that change or offset the infl uence of underly-
ing social forces. The sociological imagination is a quality of mind that allows people to make connections 
between biography and seemingly remote and impersonal social forces and historical events.
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� VISUAL SUMMARY OF CORE CONCEPTS
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 24 Chapter 1 THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

� CORE CONCEPT 4: Sociology emerged in part as a reaction 
to the Industrial Revolution, an ongoing and evolving social 
force that transformed society, human behavior, and interac-
tion in incalculable ways.
 The Industrial Revolution is the name given to the changes in 
manufacturing, agriculture, transportation, and mining that 
transformed virtually every aspect of society. The defi ning 
feature of the Industrial Revolution was mechanization. The 
Industrial Revolution changed everything—the way in which 
goods were produced, the ways in which people negotiated 
time and space, the relationships between what were once 
geographically separated peoples, the ways in which people 
made their livings, the density of human populations (e.g., 
urbanization), the relative importance and infl uence of the 
home in people’s lives, access to formal education (the rise 
of compulsory and mass education), and the emergence of a 
consumption-oriented economy and culture. The accumulation 
of wealth became a valued and necessary pursuit.

� CORE CONCEPT 5: Early sociologists were witnesses to 
the transforming effects of the Industrial Revolution. They 
offered lasting conceptual frameworks for analyzing the 
ongoing social upheavals.
Auguste Comte invented the name “sociology” during the 
most dramatic period of the Industrial Revolution. Karl 
Marx sought to analyze and explain confl ict, which he saw 
as being shaped by the means of production. Émile Durk-
heim wrote about solidarity—the ties that bind people to 
one another—and about how the Industrial Revolution 
profoundly changed those ties. Max Weber set out to analyze 
and explain the course and consequences of social actions. 
Weber maintained that in the presence of industrialization, 
behavior was less likely to be guided by tradition or emo-
tion and more likely to be instrumental-rational. W.E.B. 
DuBois wrote about the origins of the color line and about 
the “strange meaning of being black” in America. Jane 
Addams advocated for sympathetic knowledge—fi rst-hand knowledge gained by living and working 
among those being studied—because “knowing one another better reinforces the common connec-
tion of people such that the potential for caring and empathetic moral actions increase.” Each of the six 
theorists has left us with concepts and theories that apply to the world in which we live today.

� CORE CONCEPT 6: A global perspective assumes that social interactions do not stop at 
political borders and that the most pressing social problems are part of a larger, global 
situation.
This textbook incorporates a global perspective throughout. It applies sociological con-
cepts and theories to a wide range of critical issues, international relationships, and events 
affecting the United States that cannot be separated from a global context.
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Resources on the Internet

 Sociology: A Global Perspective Book Companion Web Site

www.cengage.com/sociology/ferrante

Visit your book companion Web site, where you will fi nd fl ash cards, practice quizzes, 
Internet links, and more to help you study.

Just what you need to know NOW!

Spend time on what you need to master rather than on information you have already 
learned. Take a pre-test for this chapter, and CengageNOW will generate a personalized 
study plan based on your results. The study plan will identify the topics you need to 
review and direct you to online resources to help you master those topics. You can 
then take a post-test to help you determine the concepts you have mastered and what 
you will need to work on. Try it out! Go to www.cengage.com/login to sign in with 
an access code or to purchase access to this product.
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Theoretical Perspectives and 
Methods of Social Research

With Emphasis on Mexico
Sociologists view theory and research as interdependent, because (1) theory 
inspires research; (2) research inspires theory creation; (3) theory is used to 
interpret research fi ndings, and (4) research fi ndings are used to support, 
disprove, or modify theory.  

CHAPTER OUTLINE
Sociological Theories

The Functionalist Theory

The Con� ict Theory

The Symbolic Interactionist 
Theory

Methods of Social Research

� VISUAL SUMMARY OF 
CORE CONCEPTS

� In 2006 Congress passed the Secure Fence Act mandating the construction of 700 miles of 

fence�some of it virtual (i.e. radar, sensors, and cameras)�strategically placed along the 

U.S.-Mexican border. The 700 miles of fence is almost complete. There is a debate over whether 

more fencing should be erected over the approximately 1,200 miles of unfenced border. 
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Mexico? 
THE UNITED STATES and Mexico share a 2,000-mile border 
(which millions of people cross each week to work, shop, 
socialize, and vacation). The border includes fences and other 
barriers to prevent illegal immigrants from crossing into the 
United States from Mexico. The fences, referred to as the Wall 
of Shame in Mexico, are known in the United States by such 
names as Operation Gatekeeper in California (launched 1994), 
Operation Hold-the-Line in Texas (launched 1993), and Opera-
tion Safeguard in Arizona (launched 1994). In 2006 Congress 
passed the Secure Fence Act, authorizing the construction of 
at least 700 miles of strategically placed fences, including “two 
layers of reinforced fencing, the installation of additional physi-
cal barriers, roads, lighting, cameras and sensors” between 
Tecate, California, and Brownsville, Texas. Today about 40 per-

cent of the 2,000-mile border is actually and virtually fenced. 
Virtually fenced means that radar, sensors, and cameras serve 
as "fences." 

We draw upon the three major sociological theories and 
methods of social research to assess the causes and con-
sequences of the proposed and existing border fences. The 
research methods offer guidelines for collecting and analyzing 
data related to the fences’ impact on illegal immigrants and 
other affected parties. Although we are focusing on border 
fences in this chapter, we can apply the perspectives and 
methods of research to any issue. 

El Paso
Douglas

Laredo
Gulf
of

Mexico
Brownsville

Tecate

Calexico

California
Arizona New Mexico

Texas

Mexico

Del Rio
Eagle Pass

Columbus

Pacific
Ocean

Existing Barrier
Proposed Barrier
Rio Grande River

� Figure 2.1
This map shows the locations of existing and proposed fences. Notice how the Rio Grande forms 
the border between Texas and Mexico. How will fence construction affect animal and human 
access to the river?
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Sociological Theories

� CORE CONCEPT 1: Sociological theories offer a set of guiding 

questions and key concepts that address how societies oper-

ate and how people relate to one another. The sociological 
approach to understanding important social issues and 
events involves two interdependent and essential parts: 
theory and research. In the most general sense, a theory 
is a framework that can be used to think about what is 
going on around us. A sociological theory is a set of core 
assumptions and core concepts that examine how socie-
ties operate and how people in them relate to one another 
and respond to their environment. 

We begin this chapter with an overview of the three 
major theories that dominate the discipline of sociology: 
functionalist, confl ict, and symbolic interactionist. We 
outline the framework that each theory offers to inter-
pret any social issue or event. Each theory offers a central 
question to help guide thinking and a vocabulary or set of 
concepts for answering that question. We turn fi rst to an 
overview of the functionalist theory.

The Functionalist Theory

� CORE CONCEPT 2: Functionalists focus on how the �parts� of 

society contribute in expected and unexpected ways to social 

order and stability and to social disorder and instability. Func-
tionalists, who are inspired by Émile Durkheim, focus on 

order and stability in society. Like Durkheim they define 
society as a system of interrelated, interdependent parts. 
To illustrate this vision, functionalists use the human body 
as an analogy for society. The human body is composed of 
parts such as bones, cartilage, ligaments, muscles, a brain, 
a spinal cord, nerves, hormones, blood, blood vessels, a 
heart, a spleen, kidneys, and lungs. All of these body parts 
work together in impressive harmony. Each functions in a 
unique way to maintain the entire body, but it cannot be 
separated from other body parts that it affects and that in 
turn help it function.

Society, like the human body, is made up of parts, such 
as schools, automobiles, sports teams, funeral rites, ways 
of greeting people, religious rituals, laws, languages, and 
household appliances. Like the various body parts, each 
of society’s parts is interdependent and functions to main-
tain a larger system. Functionalists defi ne a function as 
the contribution a part makes to order and stability within 
the society. 

Consider sports teams—whether they be Little League, 
grade school, high school, college, city, Olympic, or pro-
fessional teams. Sports teams function to draw audiences 
whose members are often extremely different from one 
another economically, culturally, linguistically, politi-
cally, religiously, and in other ways. Loyalty to a sports 
team transcends individual differences and fosters a sense 
of belonging to the school, company, city, or country asso-
ciated with it.

In the most controversial form of this perspective, 
functionalists argue that all parts of society—even those 
that do not seem to serve a constructive purpose, such as 
poverty, crime, illegal immigration, and drug addiction—
contribute in some way to the larger system’s overall sta-
bility. In fact, functionalists maintain that a part would 
cease to exist if it did not serve some function. Thus they 
strive to identify how parts—even seemingly problem-
atic ones—contribute to the stability of the larger society. 
Consider one function of poverty: poor people often “vol-
unteer” for over-the-counter and prescription drug tests. 
Most new drugs, from AIDS vaccines to allergy medicines, 

FACTS TO CONSIDER

theory A framework that can be used to comprehend and explain 
events.

sociological theory A set of principles and de� nitions that tell how 
societies operate and how people in them relate to one another and 
respond to their surroundings.

function The contribution part of a society makes to order and stabil-
ity within the society.

� About 97 percent of all apprehen-
sions of undocumented immigrants 
occur on the U.S.-Mexican border 
(Nunez-Neto 2006).

� About 90 percent of the 10,000-
plus U.S. Border Patrol agents 
are stationed along the border 
with Mexico.

� An estimated 12 million undocu-
mented immigrants live in the 
United States.

� In 2006 Congress passed the 
Secure Fence Act, authorizing 
the construction of at least 
700 miles of strategically placed 
fences on the U.S.-Mexican 
border.



must eventually be tried on healthy human subjects to 
determine their potential side effects (for example, rashes, 
headaches, vomiting, constipation, and drowsiness) and 
appropriate dosages. The chance to earn money moti-
vates subjects to volunteer for these clinical trials. Because 
payment is relatively low, however, the tests attract a 
disproportionate share of low-income, unemployed, or 
underemployed people as subjects (Morrow 1996).

This function of poverty shows why a part of the society 
that everyone agrees is problematic and should be elimi-
nated remains intact: it contributes to the stability of the 
overall system. Therefore, the pharmaceutical and medi-
cal systems would be seriously strained if we completely 
eliminated poverty (see “Functions of Poverty” in Chap-
ter 8). As you might imagine, early functionalists were 
criticized for defending existing social arrangements. To 
address some of this criticism, sociologist Robert K. Mer-
ton (1967) introduced other concepts to the functionalist 
perspective that help us think about a part’s overall effect 
on society, not just its contribution to order and stabil-

ity. Those concepts are manifest and latent functions and 
dysfunctions.

Manifest and Latent Functions 
and Dysfunctions

Merton distinguished between two types of functions 
that contribute to order and stability in society: manifest 
functions and latent functions. Manifest functions are a 
part’s anticipated or intended effects on order and stabil-
ity. Latent functions are the unanticipated or unintended 
effects on order and stability. To illustrate this distinc-
tion, consider the manifest and latent functions associated 
with annual community-wide celebrations, such as fi re-
works displays on the Fourth of July and concerts in the 
park. Corporate sponsors often join with city government 
to mount such events. Three manifest functions readily 
come to mind: The community celebration functions 
(1) as a marketing and public relations event for the city 
and for corporate sponsors, (2) as an occasion to plan 
activities with family and friends, and (3) as an experience 
that draws the community together for celebration. 

At the same time, several unanticipated, or latent, func-
tions are associated with community celebrations. First, 
such celebrations put the spotlight on public transporta-
tion systems as people take buses or ride trains to avoid 
traffi c jams. Second, such events function to break down 
barriers across neighborhoods. People who do drive may 
fi nd that they must park some distance from the event, 
often in neighborhoods that they would not otherwise 
visit. Consequently, after they park, people have the oppor-
tunity to walk through such neighborhoods and observe 
life up close instead of at a distance.

Merton also points out that parts of a social system 
can have dysfunctions; that is, they can have disruptive 
consequences for order and stability or for some segment 
of society. Like functions, dysfunctions can be either 
manifest or latent. Manifest dysfunctions are a part’s 
anticipated disruptions to order and stability. Anticipated 
disruptions that seem to go hand in hand with commu-
nity-wide celebrations include traffi c jams, closed streets, 
piles of garbage, and a shortage of clean public toilets.

Sports teams function to transcend individual differences and foster a 
sense of belonging to the school, company, city, or country associated 
with it.
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manifest functions Intended or anticipated effects that part of a 
society has on order and stability within the society.

latent functions Unintended or unanticipated effects that part of a 
society has on order and stability within the society.

dysfunctions Disrupted consequences to society or to some seg-
ment in society

manifest dysfunctions A part’s anticipated disruptions to order 
and stability
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In contrast, latent dysfunctions are unanticipated 
or unintended disruptions to order and stability. For 
instance, community-wide celebrations often have some 
unanticipated negative consequences. Sometimes police 
departments and other city workers choose to negotiate 
contracts with the host city just before the celebration, 
thereby using the event as a bargaining tool to secure a 
good contract. (Actually, one might argue that this devel-
opment is a latent function for the police and a latent dys-
function for the city.) In addition, many people celebrate 
so vigorously that the celebration has the unintended con-
sequence of lowering worker productivity, as people miss 
class or work the next day to recover.

From this brief analysis of community-wide celebra-
tions, you can readily see that the concepts of manifest and 
latent functions and dysfunctions provide a more balanced 
framework than does the concept of function alone. We 
now use the functionalist theory to analyze the intended 
and unintended consequences of the border fences. 

The Functionalist Perspective on United 
States�Mexico Border Fences 

To see how the functionalist theory can be applied to a 
specifi c issue, we will consider how functionalists analyze 
the U.S.-Mexico border fences. Functionalists ask, Why 
do fences exist on the U.S.-Mexico border? What are the 
anticipated and unintended consequences of the border 
fences for American and Mexican societies? Functional-
ists use the concepts of manifest and latent functions and 
dysfunctions to answer these questions. The answers that 
follow rely on the documented consequences associated 
with the existing 80 miles of border fences. The purpose 
of this functionalist analysis is not to generate an exhaus-
tive list of functions and dysfunctions associated with the 
border fences, but to apply the functionalist perspective. 

Manifest Functions

To identify the manifest functions (anticipated effects on 
social order and stability) of the border fences, we need 
to understand why the United States constructed them in 
the fi rst place. In the mid-1990s three major border cit-
ies constructed 80 miles of fences: San Diego (Operation 
Gatekeeper), El Paso (Operation Hold-the-Line), and 
Nogales (Operation Safeguard). The three operations 
were a response to an increased fl ow of illegal immigrants 
resulting from the devaluation of the peso and the sub-
sequent economic crisis in Mexico. The idea for barriers 
was a mid-1990s response to the real or imagined belief 

that the United States was being overrun by illegal immi-
grants. In addition, the overall crime rate along the border 
was 30 percent higher than the national average. The San 
Diego area, the site of one of the fi rst fences, accounted 
for more than 40 percent of the 1.3 million illegal immi-
grants apprehended along the Southwest border. News-
paper accounts at that time “described large groups of 
immigrants, serviced by Mexican food and drink vendors 
in a carnival atmosphere,” waiting on the Mexican side of 
the border for an after-dark surge into San Diego. Bor-
der Patrol agents there were overwhelmed by as many as 
6,000 immigrants crossing into the city at one time (U.S. 
Department of Justice 2007). In response, what was then 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) shifted 
its emphasis from apprehension after entry to prevention, 
erecting barriers and increasing the number of border 
agents in areas believed to have the highest numbers of 
illegal entries.  

In 2006 President George W. Bush deployed 6,000 
National Guard members (in Operation Jump Start) to 
the U.S.-Mexico border to temporarily assist Border Patrol 
agents with surveillance, fence construction, and logistics 
until more agents could be trained (Kruzel 2007). Also 
in 2006, Congress passed the Secure Fence Act, authoriz-
ing construction of more strategically placed fences. This 
act was a response to reports that some 20 million illegal 
immigrants were living in the United States and to post-
9/11 priorities of achieving operational control “over the 
entire international land and maritime borders of the 
United States.” The act gave highest priority to the South-
west border, calling for 700 miles of fencing and security 
improvements between the Pacifi c Ocean and the Gulf of 
Mexico (Secure Fence Act of 2006). 

Six thousand National Guard members were sent to the Southwest bor-
der in 2006 to temporarily assist Border Patrol agents with surveillance, 
fence construction, and logistics until more agents could be trained.
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latent dysfunctions Unintended, unanticipated disruptions to order 
and stability



The manifest functions associated with constructing 
the fences have included the following:

1. A decrease in the number of illegal immigrants appre-
hended crossing the now-fenced area of the border 
from Mexico into heavily populated areas on the U.S. 
side

2. Success in forcing illegal entries away from now-fenced 
urban areas to less populated areas and through rough 
terrain and climates (such as steep mountains, deep 
canyons, thick brush, the extreme cold of winter, and 
the searing heat of summer) to give Border Patrol 
agents a strategic advantage

3. An overall drop in the crime rate along the border 
from 30 percent higher than the national average to 12 
percent

Latent Functions

The construction of barriers along the border has had 
these latent functions (unanticipated effects on social 
order and stability): 

1. Cooperation between Mexican and U.S. offi cials in 
launching the Border Safety Initiative Program to pre-
vent injuries and fatalities of those crossing the desert 
and other rough terrain to enter the United States 

2. The creation of the Border Patrol Search, Trauma, and 
Rescue team, which responds to all incidents involving 
people in distress, not just incidents involving illegal 
immigrants (The team has rescued almost 4,000 people 
in three years.) 

3. A fence that doubles as a volleyball net, allowing U.S. 
and Mexican volleyball players to face off as part of 
goodwill festivals and other cross-border celebrations 
(stuff.co.nz 2007)

4. The emergence of humanitarian groups that provide 
food, drinking water, and medical supplies to distressed 
illegal immigrants crossing diffi cult terrain (thereby 
preventing immigrant deaths)  

Manifest Dysfunctions

The construction of the barriers is associated with several 
manifest dysfunctions (anticipated disruptions of social 
order and stability), including increases in the following: 

1. Increased apprehensions of illegal immigrants in bor-
der counties not protected by fences 

2. The crime rate above the national average in thinly 
populated, unfenced counties

3. Fatalities along the border as illegal immigrants seek 
to enter the United States through the desert and other 
inhospitable terrain

4. Illegal immigrants paying organized smugglers, or 
“coyotes,” to guide them through areas where U.S. 
immigration policies are most strictly enforced 

Latent Dysfunctions

Several latent dysfunctions (unanticipated disruptions of 
social order and stability) have followed the construction 
of the fences: 

1. The emergence of humanitarian groups that save the 
lives of many illegal immigrants, but in doing so, help 
people circumvent the law 

2. Dramatic disruptions of grazing, hunting, watering, 
and migration patterns of wildlife (“If it doesn’t fl y, it’s 
not getting across” [Pomfret 2006].)

3. Some ranchers, farmers, and sport fi shers denied access 
to Rio Grande (The river, which runs for 1,254 miles 
and serves as a natural border between Texas and Mex-
ico, is used for watering herds, crop irrigation, and fi sh-
ing [Pomfret 2006].) 

4. Longer, and perhaps permanent, stays in the United 
States by migrant laborers who normally would work 
seasonally or part of the year here but who do not 
return home for fear that they will be unable to get back 
into the United States

5. Redirected fl ows of illegal immigrants to areas unac-
customed to this movement, fueling the perception 
that illegal immigration to the United States is out of 
control (Massey 2006) 

6. Disruptions of the effi cient exchange of goods, services, 
and people between border communities that are now 
separated by a fence

A latent function of the border fences was the creation of the highly 
trained Border Patrol Search, Trauma, and Rescue Team. This team 
helps not only illegal immigrants injured from trying to cross inhospi-
table terrain but anyone in distress. Here team members are assisting 
a child critically injured in a car accident. 
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The Con� ict Theory

� CORE CONCEPT 3: The conflict perspective focuses on con-

flict over scarce and valued resources and the strategies domi-

nant groups use to create and protect social arrangements that 

give them an advantage over subordinate groups. In contrast 
to functionalists, who emphasize order and stability, 
confl ict theorists focus on confl ict as an inevitable fact 
of social life and as the most important agent for social 
change. Confl ict can take many forms, including physical 
confrontations, exploitation, disagreement, tension, hos-
tility, and direct competition. In any society, dominant 
and subordinate groups compete for scarce and valued 
resources (access to material wealth, education, health 
care, well-paying jobs, and so on). Those who gain con-
trol of these resources strive to protect their own interests 
against the competing interests of others. 

Confl ict theorists ask this basic question: Who ben-
efi ts from a particular social pattern or arrangement, 
and at whose expense? In answering this question, they 
try to identify dominant and subordinate groups as well 
as practices that the dominant groups have established, 
consciously or unconsciously, to promote and protect 
their interests. Exposing these practices helps explain why 
access to valued and scarce resources remains unequal. 
Not surprisingly, the privileged or socially advantaged 
seek to protect their position while the relatively disadvan-
taged seek to change their position. 

Confl ict theorists draw their inspiration from Karl 
Marx, who focused on the means of production (the land, 
machinery, buildings, tools, labor, and other resources 
needed to produce and distribute goods and services). 
In Chapter 1 we learned that Marx identifi ed two social 
classes, with class membership determined by one’s rela-
tionship to the means of production. The more powerful 
class is the bourgeoisie, or the owners of the means of 
production and the purchasers of labor. The bourgeoisie, 
motivated by a desire for profi t, search for ways to expand 
the markets for their products, to make the production 
process more effi cient and less dependent on human labor 
(by using machines, robots, and automation), and to fi nd 
the cheapest labor and raw materials. The less powerful 
class, the proletariat, own nothing of the production pro-
cess except their labor. Confl ict exists between the two 
classes because the bourgeoisie exploit workers by paying 
the workers only a fraction of the profi ts they make from 
the workers’ labor.

Exploitation is disguised by a facade of legitimacy—an 
explanation that members of dominant groups give to jus-
tify their actions. On close analysis, however, this explana-
tion turns out to be based on “misleading arguments, 
incomplete analyses, unsupported assertions, and implau-
sible premises” (Carver 1987, pp. 89–90). To illustrate, 

The border fences have forced illegal immigrants to enter the United 
States through desert and other inhospitable terrain, resulting in a 
latent dysfunction of increasing fatalities among illegal immigrants. 
The monument was erected in memory of people who have died cross-
ing the border since 1994, the year the � rst fence was built dividing 
Tijuana from San Diego.
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The border fence separates Nogales, Arizona, and Sonora, Mexico. How 
do you think the construction of the border fence affected interactions 
among people in the two cities?
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means of production The land, machinery, buildings, tools, labor, 
and other resources needed to produce and distribute goods and 
services.

bourgeoisie The owners of the means of production (such as land, 
machinery, buildings, and tools), who purchase labor.

proletariat A social class composed of workers who own nothing of 
the production process and who sell their labor to the bourgeoisie.

facade of legitimacy An explanation that members of dominant 
groups give to justify their actions.



consider that the bourgeoisie justify their exploitation of 
workers by stating that workers are free to take their labor 
elsewhere if they are dissatisfi ed with their working condi-
tions, wages, or benefi ts. On close analysis, we see that this 
explanation does not hold. If the capitalist and the worker 
cannot reach a labor agreement, the capitalist “can afford 
to wait, and live upon his capital. The workman cannot. He 
has but wages to live upon, and must therefore take work 
when, where, and at what terms he can get it. The workman 
. . . is fearfully handicapped by hunger” (Engels 1886).

Two of the most common facades of legitimacy are 
(1) blaming the exploited by proposing that character fl aws 
impede their chances of fi nancial success and (2) empha-
sizing that the less successful really benefi t from the system 
established by the powerful (arguing, for example, that a 
$2.00-per-hour job—or even a $0.48-per-hour job—is 
better than no job). Consider the justifi cation a Denver 
woman gave to MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour correspondent 
Tom Bearden (1993) for hiring an illegal immigrant to 
care for her children. In particular, pay attention to how 
the woman justifi es her economic relationship with the 
woman she employs:

MR. BEARDEN: There are some that believe that people who 

hire undocumented aliens gain an unfair power over them; 

it gives them infl uence over them because they’re, in a sense, 

collaborating in something that’s against the law. Do you agree 

with that, or have any thoughts about that?

DENVER WOMAN: I guess I would disagree with that. The 

one thing that you get in undocumented child care or the 

biggest thing that you probably get, my woman from Mexico 

was available to me 24 hours a day. I mean, her cost of living in 

Mexico and quality of life in Mexico compared to what she got 

in my household were two extremes. When we hired her, she 

said, “I’ll be available all hours of the day, I’ll clean the house, 

I’ll cook.” They do everything. And if you hire someone from 

here in the States, all they’re going to do is take care of your 

children. So not only do you have a differentiation in price, you 

have a differentiation in services in your household. I have to 

admit that was, at that point, with a newborn infant, wonderful 

to have someone who was so available. . . .

MR. BEARDEN: And it’s not like indentured servitude?

DENVER WOMAN: That crossed my mind, and after she had 

been here for six months or so, we went to a schedule where she 

fi nished at 6 or 7 o’clock at night. And I don’t think I ever really 

took advantage of her. Once a week I’d have her get up with the 

baby, so I didn’t. . . . She was available to me, but I don’t feel like 

I really took advantage of her, other than the fact that I paid her 

less and she was certainly more available. But she got paid more 

here than she would have gotten paid if she’d stayed where she 

was. (p. 8)

Confl ict theorists take issue with the logic that this 
Denver woman uses to justify hiring an undocumented 
worker at a low salary. When it comes right down to it, the 
Denver woman is protecting and promoting her interests 
(having someone available at all hours of the day to cook, 
clean, and provide child care) at the expense of the illegal 
worker.

The Con� ict Perspective on United 
States�Mexico Border Fences

In analyzing the construction of border fences along the 
U.S.-Mexico border, confl ict theorists would point out that 
the fences divide a high-wage economy from a low-wage 
one. The fences have been constructed to stop, or at least 
control, the free movement of labor from the low-wage 
side to the high-wage side. Many illegal immigrants risk 
life and limb to escape an economy in which they are being 
paid about $4.50 per day to enter one that pays $60–$80 
per day. Upon entry, illegal immigrants assume the status 
of undocumented workers: dishwashers, farm workers, 
meat packers, maids, day laborers, roofers, caretakers of 
children and elderly people, and so on (Judis 2006). 

Confl ict theorists point out that the legal and illegal 
migration of labor from Mexico to the United States has 
been going on steadily since at least 1880. The social forces 
both pushing and pulling Mexican workers to the United 
States are deeply institutionalized and multigenerational. 
In some Mexican communities, 22–75 percent of adult 
residents have worked or are working in the United States. 
Not surprisingly, such communities actually specialize 
in sending workers to the United States. Mexican youth 
grow up seeing their parents and grandparents leaving to 
work there and have come to view employment across the 
border as their only option for supporting themselves and 
their families. In addition, the would-be illegal immigrant 

These workers, who own only their labor, sit in a clean room, wear-
ing glasses to shield their eyes from bright lights, which are used to 
complete a labor-intensive procedure (photo-cure epoxy) that holds 
� ber-optic components in place. One of the best known corporations 
involved with epoxy is Dow Chemical. 
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learns about job opportunities from existing family and 
other social networks based in the United States (Kochhar 
2005). Many Mexican households have come to rely on 
remittance income (Pew Hispanic Center 2005; see Work-
ing For Change: “Remittance Income from Migrants”).

While confl ict theorists would acknowledge the push 
factors from the Mexican side of the border, they would 
give special attention to the social forces pulling the Mexi-
can worker into the United States. Since 1880, it has been 
the employers (those who purchase labor) on the U.S. side 
that have determined the size and destination of migra-
tion fl ows to the United States. In fact, “all available evi-
dence indicates that there will continue to be a substantial 
number of Mexican workers in the United States labor 
market, whether or not the general public or United States 
offi cials like it. Indeed, there is no evidence that any step 
taken by the United States government in the last one 
hundred years to restrict immigration from Mexico has 
had any appreciable effect on the underlying, structural 
demand for Mexican labor in the United States economy” 
(Cornelius 1981, p. 75).  

Why is this the case? U.S. employers and consumers 
depend on foreign labor, especially labor from Mexico 
and other Central American countries. The Pew Hispanic 

Research Center (2006) estimates that between 11.5 and 12 
million unauthorized workers are in the United States; 6.3 
million are believed to be from Mexico (Kochhar 2005). 
Employers depend on the increased profi ts they make from 
the labor of low-wage workers; consumers depend on low 
prices of goods and services. This dependence is fueled by 
a number of factors, including (1) the internationalization 
of the labor market, which has an overall depressing effect 
on wages, as employers seek to keep labor-related produc-
tion costs low; (2) a shortage of U.S.-born workers to fi ll 
low-skill, low-status, physically demanding entry-level 
jobs; and (3) a domestic labor supply that is insuffi ciently 
mobile or willing to respond to seasonal, cyclical low-
paying job opportunities that are hundreds or thousands 
of miles away (Cornelius 1981).  

The most common justifi cation (facade of legitimacy) 
for the construction of fences is that such physical bar-
riers prevent illegal workers from entering the country. 
But a close examination of the facts shows the fl aws of this 
argument. First, in the popular imagination, illegal immi-

The construction industry is the largest employer of undocumented 
workers. About 12 percent (1.4 million) of construction workers are 
believed to be illegal workers (Pew Hispanic Center, 2006). 
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For more than 100 years the United States has both invited and turned 
away workers from the Mexican side of the border. One photo, taken 
in 1926, shows Border Patrol of� cers in Laredo, Texas, forming a �wall� 
with cars and guns to prevent illegal immigrants from crossing. The 
other photo shows Mexican workers, recruited by the U.S. Farm Security 
Program in 1943, traveling by train to Arkansas, Colorado, Nebraska, 
and Minnesota to harvest beets. 
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grants sneak across the Southwest border, when in fact 
more likely routes to illegal status are (1) entering legally 
and overstaying one’s visa, (2) entering by using border 
cards that allow the holder to stay in the United States for 
72 hours and then not returning to the home country, and 
(3) using offi cial ports of entry and evading border guards’ 
detection. These facts suggest that the real purpose of the
border fences is political: constructing the fence gives the 
appearance that government leaders are taking action to 
stop illegal immigration, when in reality the unauthorized 

low-wage laborers continue to enter the country (Singer 
and Massey 1998). Employers benefi t from the existence 
of 12 million undocumented workers, as the sheer size of 
this workforce helps suppress wages in general. The Pew 
Hispanic Research Center estimates that about 60 percent 
of unauthorized workers earn $300 or less per week and 
that many face periods of unemployment that last at least 
a month (Kochhar 2006).  

Confl ict theorists therefore ask, Who benefi ts from the 
fences, at whose expense? For these theorists, the answer is 

 WORKING FOR CHANGE

2003a, p. 2). Taken together, remittances represent an 
important source of external income for developing coun-
tries. For many small island economies, remittances—
along with foreign aid and tourism—represent one of the 
only sources of income. Many critics of foreign aid policies 
and programs believe that remittance “aid” represents an 
ideal altruistic self-help model (Kapur 2003, p. 10).

While remittance aid clearly has many positive effects, 
it would be naive to think that remittances alone could 
eliminate poverty, drive economic development, and 
reduce budget defi cits (Lowell, De la Garza, and Hogg 
2000). The potential positive effects are reduced by the cost 
of sending remittances. This cost can exceed 15 percent 
of a remittance when check-cashing fees, money transfer 
fees, currency conversion fees, and fees on the receiving 
end are considered. Some critics estimate that reducing 
fees by just 5 percent could generate another $3.5 billion 
in remittance aid. Banks and other fi nancial institutions 
have taken notice of this money fl ow and are competing 
with Western Union and MoneyGram to offer transfer 
services. Such competition may work to reduce transfer 
fees. Nevertheless, many migrants cannot use banks’ ser-
vices because of the migrants’ illegal status and because of 
high checking account and electronic transfer fees.

Remittance Income from Migrants

Top Five Countries Receiving Annual 
Remittances (in U.S. $)

India  $10.0 billion 
Mexico  $9.9 billion 
France  $9.2 billion 
Philippines  $6.3 billion 
Germany  $4.1 billion

Top Five Countries Sending Annual 
Remittances (in U.S. $)

United States  $28.4 billion 
Saudi Arabia  $15.4 billion 
Germany  $8.8 billion 
Switzerland  $8.1 billion 
France  $4.9 billion 
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INTERNATIONAL REMITTANCES ARE monies earned 
by people living or working in one country and sent to 
someone (usually family and friends) in a home coun-
try or other country. An estimated 150 million migrants 
worldwide send home more than $111 billion to help 500 
million people pay for food, medicine, clothing, hous-
ing, education, and land. Because senders do not always 
use offi cial channels (such as banks or Western Union) to 
send this money, it is likely that the actual amount remit-
ted exceeds the $111 billion estimate by at least another 
$10 billion (Robinson 2003). As one measure of how 
widespread this practice is, consider that an estimated 20 
million people born in Latin American countries live in a 
foreign country (Stalker’s Guide to International Migration 
2003). Half of these 20 million people send home an esti-
mated $23 billion per year (Van Doorn 2003). An Inter-
American Development Bank poll found that almost one 
in fi ve adult Mexican residents receives money from rela-
tives working in the United States. One in every four Gua-
temalan and El Salvadoran adults receives such money 
(Suro 2003b; Thompson 2003). Other estimates, catego-
rized by sending and receiving countries, are listed below.

These sums represent the “monetary expression of a 
profound human bond” between migrants (who are mostly 
low-wage laborers) and the families they left behind (Suro 
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clear: the winners are U.S. employers and consumers. They 
benefi t at the expense of unauthorized workers, who must 
leave their families and communities to earn wages. These 
wages, while certainly higher than what they can earn in 
their home country, still qualify as poverty-level wages 
in the United States. Besides employers and consumers, 
another group that benefi ts from fence construction and 
increased border surveillance is private contractors, such as 
Boeing, which was awarded a multibillion-dollar contract 
to (1) supply small unmanned aerial surveillance vehicles 
that can be launched from Border Patrol truck beds and 
(2) equip as many as 1,800 watchtowers with cameras, heat 
and motion detectors, and other sensors, the fi rst of which 
will be installed in Tucson, Arizona (Witte 2006).

We turn now to a third major sociological theory: sym-
bolic interactionism. 

The Symbolic Interactionist 
Theory

� CORE CONCEPT 4: Symbolic interactionists focus on social 

interaction and related concepts of self-awareness/reflexive 

thinking, symbols, and negotiated order. Symbolic inter-
actionists draw much of their inspiration from Ameri-
can sociologists George Herbert Mead, Charles Horton 
Cooley, and Herbert Blumer (who coined the term sym-
bolic interactionism). We will learn more about these soci-
ologists in Chapters 4 and 7. In contrast to functionalists 
(who ask how parts of society contribute to order and 
stability) and to confl ict theorists (who ask who benefi ts, 
at whose expense, from a particular social arrangement), 
symbolic interactionists focus on social interaction
(everyday events in which people communicate, interpret, 
and respond to each other’s words and actions). Symbolic 
interactionists ask, How do involved parties experience, 
interpret, infl uence, and respond to what they and oth-
ers are doing while interacting? Symbolic interactionists 
draw upon the following concepts to help them address 
this question: (1) self-awareness/refl exive thinking, (2) 
symbols, and (3) negotiated order. 

Symbolic interactionists study people in interaction. 
They would be interested, for example, in how street ven-
dors working the Tijuana side of the border interact with 
potential customers and how those customers respond. 

Self-awareness takes place through refl exive thinking,
the process of observing and evaluating the self from 
another’s viewpoint. During interaction, people interpret 

the actions, appearances, motives, and words of those 
with whom they are interacting. At the same time, they 
imagine how others view their actions, evaluate their 
appearance, attach meaning to their motives, and inter-
pret their words. In imagining others’ reactions, they may 
decide to make adjustments (apologize, change facial 
expressions, lash out, and so on). Symbolic interactionists 
maintain that people interpret others’ actions, words, and 
gestures fi rst and then respond based on their interpreta-
tions (Blumer 1962). This interpretation-and-response 
process suggests that interaction between people depends 
on shared symbols.

social interaction Everyday events in which two people communi-
cate, interpret, and respond to each other�s words and actions.

Symbolic interactionists study people in interaction. They would be 
interested, for example, in how street vendors working the Tijuana 
side of the border interact with potential customers and how those 
customers respond.
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The importance of sharing a symbol system becomes most evident 
when the parties involved speak different languages. In such cases an 
interpreter can help the two parties communicate. Here an interpreter 
helps a U.S. army dental technician explain to Iraqi women how to � oss 
teeth. 
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A symbol is any kind of physical phenomenon (such 
as a word, an object, a color, a sound, a feeling, an odor, a 
piece of jewelry, a gesture, or a bodily movement) to which 
people assign a name, meaning, or value (White 1949). 
This name, meaning, or value is not evident from the 
physical phenomenon alone, however. If someone we are 
talking to glances at his watch, we may interpret eye move-
ment toward the watch to mean he is in a hurry and take 
action to end the conversation. That person may notice 
that we noticed his glance at the watch and say, “I have 
20 minutes before I need to go,” signaling that it is OK to 
continue the conversation.

Without some shared meanings, encounters with oth-
ers would be very confusing. When we enter into inter-
action with others, most of us are aware (consciously or 
unconsciously) that a system of expected behaviors and 
shared meanings is already in place to guide the interac-
tion. College students know, for example, that when they 
enter a classroom on the fi rst day of class, they should 
not walk to the front of the room and give instructions 
to the class. Likewise, professors know that on the fi rst 
day of class, students expect them to give an overview of 
the course. An already established social order is in place, 
guiding interaction. Usually, however, some room for 
negotiation exists; that is, the parties involved have the 
option of negotiating a social order. The negotiated order 
is the sum of existing and newly negotiated expectations, 
rules, policies, agreements, understandings, pacts, con-
tracts, and other working arrangements (Strauss, 1978). 
On the fi rst day of class, a professor may negotiate with 
students by asking them to take a role in structuring the 
course—say, by voting on topics to be covered. Professors 
know that they cannot “negotiate” a social order in which 
students pay money to receive a desired grade. 

The Symbolic Interactionist Perspective 
on United States�Mexico Fences

As we have learned, symbolic interactionists study people 
as they engage in social interaction. Thus, with regard to 
the border fence, symbolic interactionists immerse them-
selves in the border world by studying the interactions 
between border control agents and those crossing legally 
and illegally; the way Border Patrol agents are recruited 
and trained; the interactions between illegal immigrants 
and contacts in the United States; the way employers 
knowingly or unknowingly hire illegal immigrants; the 
strategies illegal immigrants use to blend into American 
society upon entry; and the strategies illegal immigrants 
use to escape detection when passing though offi cial bor-
der crossings. As one example of the symbolic interaction-
ist emphasis on the close-up and personal, consider the 
following description of border agents inspecting cars and 
their passengers entering one of the world’s busiest border 
crossings in California. The description helps us under-
stand how many unauthorized immigrants manage to 
blend in with the crowds passing through offi cial ports of 
entry (see No Borders, No Boundaries: “Interaction That 
Transcends the U.S. Mexican Border”.) 

Primary inspectors had to dispose of entering vehicles at an 

average of one per 45 seconds. In this time the offi cer had to 

enter the license plate number into the Customs computer 

system, read the results (to see if there was any previous record 

of smuggling or illegal entry, or indeed any “lookout” rumors 

When Americans think of the United States as symbolized by a map, 
they probably do not think about one-third of the territory as once 
belonging to Mexico. 
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While many Mexicans see the border as U.S imposed, many Americans 
view the border as something to protect, as symbolized by the eagle 
and � ag painted on military helicopters used to patrol the border. 
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symbol Any kind of physical phenomenon to which people assign 
a name, meaning, or value.
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in the system), verbally ask about nationality and, if occupants 

had brought anything back from Mexico, inspect any immi-

gration documents provided and examine the occupants of 

the car for their comportment (to see for example if they were 

nervous or sitting rigidly). Using this set of clues, some clear 

and others quite vague, the offi cer either cleared the car into 

the U.S. without further inspection, or sent the vehicle to the 

side for an appropriate secondary inspection. If an admitted 

car was later stopped and found to have some narcotics or 

illegal immigrants, the computer records would reveal who 

allowed the vehicle to enter. On the other hand, if the inspector 

took too long making decisions, it would back up traffi c, with 

NO BORDERS, NO BOUNDARIES

Interaction That Transcends 

the U.S.�Mexican Border

other side of the border. Each needs to make herself or 
himself understood on the other side of the border, to get 
food or gas or a job” (Thelen 1992, p. 437).

This map shows the tremendous two-way traffi c across 
the border as well as attempts by the United States to con-
trol that traffi c. 

Sources: U.S. Department of Homeland Security (2006a, 2006b), Migration 
Immigration Source (2006), U.S. Department of Transportation (2007)

THE BORDER BETWEEN Mexico and the United 
States stretches for 2,000 miles. The border region extends 
60 miles south into Mexico and 60 miles north into the 
United States and includes 12 million people (Brown 
2004). “From the perspective of the border, borderlines 
are not lines of sharp demarcation, but broad scenes of 
intense interactions in which people from both sides work 
out everyday accommodations based on face-to-face rela-
tionships. Each crosser seeks something that exists on the 

San Diego

Nogales

El Paso

Laredo

Gulf
of

Mexico

PACIFIC
OCEAN

Exports to Mexico from the United States
$124.1 billion

Imports from Mexico to the United States
$190.3 billion

$9.9 billion in cash remittance by
Mexican workers in the United States
to relatives in Mexico

2,810 maquiladoras

11,114 border patrol agents and
6,000+ National Guard members
assigned to  border

4.1 million commercial trucks cross
per year

1.17 million apprehensions of 
unauthorized immigrants

50 million pedestrians, 90 million 
vehicle crossings each year with 
240 million passengers per year

20 metric tons of cocaine
2.02 metric tons of marijuana
intercepted Brownsville

� Figure 2.2 Selected Inventory of Border Activity Per Year



consequences including exacerbating air pollution and slowing 

down the interchange of people and goods on the Tijuana–San 

Diego corridor, the most important passage in the Mexico-US 

free trade system. (Heyman 1999, p. 626)

Based on this description it is easy to apply the core 
concepts that drive the symbolic interactionist analysis of 
interactions: self-awareness/refl exive thinking, symbols, 
and negotiated order. In such situations both drivers/pas-
sengers and agents are imagining how the other party 
is viewing their actions, evaluating their appearance, 
attaching meaning to their motives, and interpreting their 
words. Both parties are aware of the existing expectations, 
rules, and policies for crossing the border but do on-the-
spot “negotiations” to speed up inspection. 

Critique of Three Sociological Theories 

To this point, we have seen how each of the three socio-
logical theories guides analysis of the border fences and 
related topics through its central question and key con-
cepts. Apparently, no single theory can give us a complete 
picture of a situation. Therefore, we can acquire a more 
complete picture by applying all three. Of course, each 
theory has its strengths and weaknesses.

Concerning the border fences, one strength of the 
functionalist theory is that it gives a balanced overview of 
the fences’ intended and unintended contributions both 
to social order and stability and to social disorder and 

instability. One weakness of the functionalist theory is 
that it leaves us wondering about the fences’ overall effect 
on the United States and Mexico. That is, do the manifest 
and latent functions outweigh the manifest and latent dys-
functions? 

One strength of the confl ict theory is that it forces us 
to look beyond popular justifi cations for fence construc-
tion and explore questions about whose interests are 
being protected and promoted and at whose expense. A 
weakness of the confl ict theory is that it presents a sim-
plistic view of the relationship between dominant and 
subordinate groups: dominant groups are portrayed as 
all-powerful and capable of imposing their will without 
resistance from subordinate groups, who are portrayed as 
exploited victims. 

One strength of the symbolic interactionist theory is 
that it encourages fi rsthand, extensive knowledge about 
how the border fences shape interactions between Border 
Patrol agents and legal and illegal immigrants. If the fences 
stop unauthorized movement into the United States, how 
do illegal immigrants manage to evade the Border Patrol? 
One weakness of the approach is that we cannot be sure 
if the observations are unique to those being observed or 
apply to all interactions between Border Patrol agents and 
legal and illegal immigrants. 

We have reviewed the three major theoretical perspec-
tives (see Figure 2.3). Now we turn to the various ways 
of data gathering and analysis that sociologists (no mat-
ter what their perspective) use to formulate and answer 
meaningful research questions.

� Figure 2.3 Overview of the Three Theoretical Perspectives

 Functionalist Confl ict Symbolic Interactionist 
 Perspective Perspective Perspective

Focus: Order and stability Confl ict over scarce and valued  Social Interaction
  resources

Key Terms:  Function, dysfunction, manifest, Means of production, facade of Social interaction, shared, 
 latent legitimacy meanings, interpretation

Vision of  System of interrelated parts  Dominant and subordinate groups  Web of social interactions
Society:   in confl icts over scarce and 

valued resources

Central   Why does a part exist? What are  Who benefi ts from a particular How do involved parties experience, 
question(s):  the anticipated and unintended  pattern or arrangement, and at interpret, infl uence, and respond to

consequences of a part? whose expense? what they and others are doing in
   the course of interacting?

Strength:   Balanced analysis of positive and  Encourages analysis beyond Encourages direct, fi rsthand, and
negative effects popular explanations extensive analysis

Weakness: Defends existing social  Presents simplistic view of Generalizability of observation is 
 arrangements dominant-subordinate groups or diffi cult to determine
 Diffi cult to determine overall effect   relationships
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Methods of Social Research

� CORE CONCEPT 5: Sociologists adhere to the scientific 

method; that is, they acquire data through observation and 

leave it open to verification by others. Research is a data-
gathering and data-explaining enterprise governed by 
strict rules (Hagan 1989). Research methods are the vari-
ous techniques that sociologists and other investigators 
use to formulate or answer meaningful research questions 
and to collect, analyze, and interpret data in ways that 
allow other researchers to check the results. Theory and 
research are interdependent, because (1) theories inspire 
research, whose results can be used to support, disprove, 
or modify those theories; (2) the results of social research 
can inspire theories; and (3) theories are used to interpret 
facts generated through research. No matter which of the 
three perspectives they favor, all sociologists are guided by 
the scientifi c method when they investigate human behav-
ior. The scientifi c method is an approach to data collec-
tion that relies on two assumptions: (1) knowledge about 
the world is acquired through observation, and (2) the 
truth of that knowledge is confi rmed by verifi cation—that 
is, by others making the same observations. 

Researchers collect data that they and others can see, 
hear, taste, touch, and smell; that is, they focus on what they 
observe through the senses. They report the process they 
used to make their observations so that interested parties 
can duplicate, or at least critique, that process. If observa-
tions cannot be duplicated, or if repeating the study yields 
results that differ substantially from those of the original 
study, we consider the study suspect. Findings endure as 
long as they can withstand continued reexamination and 
duplication by the scientifi c community. “Duplication is 
the heart of good research” (Dye 1995, p. D5). No fi nding 
can be taken seriously unless other researchers can repeat 
the process and obtain the same results. When researchers know that others are critiquing and 

checking their work, the process serves to reinforce care-
ful, thoughtful, honest, and conscientious behavior. More-
over, this “checking” encourages researchers to maintain 
objectivity; that is, it encourages them not to let their per-
sonal, or subjective, views about the topic infl uence their 
observations or the outcome of the research.

This description of the scientifi c method is an ideal 
one, because it outlines how researchers and reviewers 
should behave. Ideally, researchers should be guided by 
the core values of honesty, skepticism, fairness, collegial-
ity, and openness (National Academy of Sciences 1995). 
In practice, though, some research is dismissed as unim-
portant and unworthy of examination simply because the 
topic or the researcher is controversial or because the fi nd-
ings depart from mainstream thinking. Moreover, some 
researchers fabricate data to support a personal, an eco-
nomic, or a political agenda. The extent to which research-
ers actually adhere to core values remains unknown.

research A data-gathering and data-explaining enterprise governed 
by strict rules.

research methods Techniques that sociologists and other investiga-
tors use to formulate or answer meaningful research questions and to 
collect, analyze, and interpret data in ways that allow other research-
ers to verify the results.

scienti� c method An approach to data collection in which knowledge 
is gained through observation and its truth is con� rmed through 
veri� cation.

objectivity A stance in which researchers� personal, or subjective, 
views do not in� uence their observations or the outcomes of their 
research.

Like all scientists, sociologists adhere to the scienti� c method. Just as 
this biologist observes the size of a mallard�s egg through his sight and 
touch, sociologists use their senses to observe human behavior.
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