

[image: Cover]




[image: image]


SOCIOLOGY


A complete introduction


Paul Oliver




About the Author


Dr Paul Oliver was formerly a lecturer at the University of Huddersfield. He was course leader for the Doctor of Education programme, and has wide experience of supervising and examining doctoral theses. He has published 20 books, 7 of these having been translated into other languages. Dr Oliver has taught sociology of education on teacher-training courses, sociology in a further education college, and sociology of multiculturalism at the State University of New York, while on a staff exchange visit.




[image: image]














	How to use this book
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	The book includes concise quotes from other key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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	The case study is a more in-depth introduction to a particular example. There is at least one in most chapters, and hopefully they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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	The key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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	The did you know? boxes give you some additional information that will liven up and focus your learning.
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	The test your knowledge questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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	The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory level book.










Part One


Theoretical issues and sociology




1


Introduction to sociology and the social sciences
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This first chapter will act as an introduction to the broad themes of the whole book. It will discuss the nature of sociology as being arguably the foundational discipline of the social sciences. In so doing it will analyse related subjects such as economics and psychology. The chapter will also include a discussion of inter-disciplinary subjects, such as education, which incorporate a significant element of social thought. There will also be a discussion of the nature of the concept of ‘science’ in social science, and whether sociology can be considered analogous in terms of scientific thought to the ‘natural’ sciences.
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The origins of sociology


Sociology is a relatively new subject, having developed from the work of European social philosophers of the early 19th century. As the industrial and scientific revolutions gathered pace, there was an increasing assumption that similar rational approaches could be used to analyse human society. At the forefront of these ideas was the French philosopher Auguste Comte (1798–1857), who did not favour a traditional religious interpretation of society but preferred a scientific approach.


Sociology has since evolved into a broad-based subject which analyses all aspects of human behaviour in society. It can treat as its subject matter the behaviour of large groups of people, or of individuals and the way in which they relate to organizations and institutions. Sociology is very much an empirical subject in that it relies upon the collection and analysis of data in order to further an understanding of society. The data, and the methods used to analyse them, may be quantitative, qualitative or a combination of the two.


Sociology is a scientific discipline in the sense that it adopts rational, systematic thought processes to the investigation of society. Sociologists conduct research on many aspects of social phenomena, ranging from factors affecting social stability to the reasons for change in society.


In its early days, sociology was influenced by the Enlightenment and by the approach to rationality and logic typified by such figures as Voltaire (1694–1778) and David Hume (1711–76).
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Did you know?








In 1726 the French writer and philosopher Voltaire had exchanged some humorous and perhaps slightly rude remarks with a rich aristocrat called the Chevalier de Rohan. The latter apparently told some of his servants to attack Voltaire. Although Voltaire threatened legal action, the Chevalier used his influence to have Voltaire imprisoned in the Bastille. Voltaire pleaded to be sent into exile instead of being imprisoned, and was hence allowed to travel to England. He spent three years in London where he became popular and well known in literary and philosophical circles. Eventually he returned to Paris where in 1734 he published a book praising the freedom of expression which he had found in London, thus further upsetting the French élite.
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The rise of sociology as a discipline coincided with the many changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution in Europe during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. The new manufacturing processes resulted in the transformation of society, notably in relation to employment patterns.
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Key idea: The Enlightenment








The Enlightenment was a philosophical and intellectual movement of 18th-century Europe that emphasized the use of reason, observation and science, in contrast to the dogmatic beliefs that had previously held sway.
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The growth of industrialization during the 19th century led to a migration of people to the cities, both in Europe and in the United States. The new urbanization, combined with the fusion of people from different cultures and social classes, had many consequences for society.


These changes became of increasing interest to academics, who were working in the new field of sociology, leading to the establishment of university departments devoted to this area of study. William Graham Sumner (1840–1910) gave lectures at Yale University in 1876 on the work of Auguste Comte, and in 1892 the first postgraduate school of sociology was established at the University of Chicago. The latter university became well known for encouraging its sociology students to conduct empirical research in Chicago and its environs, on the many different cultural groups who had made their home there.
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The Chicago School of Sociology








In the mid-19th century Chicago was a very small town. However, by the early 20th century its population was measured in millions. This large increase in population was due to rapid industrial expansion, which brought many workers and their families to Chicago. This large-scale migration was partly from Europe, and partly consisted of black people from the southern states of America who were trying to escape the endemic racism there.


Almost inevitably, Chicago was unable to provide the infrastructure to support this influx of people, and during the period of heaviest immigration, facilities such as housing, health care and other social services were inadequate. It is perhaps not surprising that groups of immigrants from the same European or American region tended to live in the same area of Chicago, and hence to sustain the sense of community they had felt in their original home.


The School of Sociology at Chicago had a reputation for recruiting some of the leading social scientists of the period, including W. I. Thomas, Florian Znaniecki and George Herbert Mead. Moreover, the School developed a deliberate policy of researching the city of Chicago itself, and in particular the social diversity brought about by the large-scale immigration.


Researchers in the School used a combination of existing data collected on the city, with new qualitative data that reflected the social problems and social mobility within Chicago. The researchers there became well known for their use of a range of qualitative methodologies, including life history and autobiographical accounts, and ethnographies. The Chicago researchers demonstrated that sociologists did not need to stray very far in search of interesting social data. Very often the people and communities on one’s doorstep could provide data and insights which were of much wider relevance.
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The study of sociology was also thriving in European universities, and in 1895 Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) established the Department of Sociology at the University of Bordeaux.


The early sociologists were inclined to employ empirical – and notably quantitative – methods in their studies. They felt that such approaches gave a scientific legitimacy to their research. In a seminal piece of work, Durkheim studied suicide rates among Catholic and Protestant communities. In general, he found lower suicide rates among the former and higher rates among the latter. He explained this by suggesting that in Catholic communities there was normally an increased sense of social solidarity and social cohesion. This would provide a sense of support for individuals that would render them less likely to want to take their own lives. In Protestant communities, on the other hand, Durkheim hypothesized that there was less of a sense of social solidarity, and that people had to be more reliant upon themselves, than upon support from society. Despite criticisms of his methodology by some academics, this was an epoch-making study in that it sought to explain the action of individuals, not on purely psychological grounds, but upon the basis of the social context in which people found themselves.


This has remained an important insight, and even to this day still influences thinking about human behaviour. Within liberal societies, for example, we do not seek to explain criminal behaviour in an individual by genetic factors or simply feckless behaviour. We also try to take into account something of the social context of the criminal behaviour, and the upbringing of the individual.


Differentiation in society


Early social thought was also concerned with stratification in society. It was evident from observations of the new social order in industrialized cities of the 19th century that there were great distinctions in terms of wealth, power, social status, education and living conditions. In short, social class had become a major factor affecting the lives of individuals.


Karl Marx (1818–83) wrote extensively on the subject of social class, arguing that the members of a social class were linked through a shared concern with their own socio-economic priorities. Marx argued that the most important factor in relationships between social classes was the way in which each class was connected to the ‘means of industrial production’.


Financiers, investment bankers and factory owners provided capital for the manufacturing process and to a large extent controlled the lives of those who laboured in the factories. Marx used the term ‘bourgeoisie’ for the capital-owning social class. The ordinary workers who sold their labour to the bourgeoisie, by working in the manufacturing process, were referred to by Marx as the ‘proletariat’. For Marx the proletariat or working classes were exploited, and never fully reimbursed for the work that they provided for the manufacturing process. Industrial workers therefore created a ‘surplus value’, which was kept by the capital-owning class as profit.
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‘Marx’s transformation of the social question into a political force is contained in the term “exploitation”, that is, in the notion that poverty is the result of exploitation through a “ruling class” which is in the possession of the means of violence.’


Arendt, Hannah (1973), On Revolution (p. 62).
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Marx argued that members of the proletariat would ultimately recognize their shared role in the appropriation of capital by the bourgeoisie, and hence would become aware of their class solidarity. Ultimately, only a sweeping away of this fundamentally unethical economic relationship would open up the benefits of society for all.
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Key idea: Working-class system








Within a Marxist analysis, the proletariat were members of the social class who worked under adverse conditions within a capitalist system with the result that the capital-owning class could enhance their wealth and status.
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In more recent times, Marxist ideas were applied by sociologists to an analysis of what became known as ‘social reproduction’. The study of social class appeared to demonstrate that members of the wealthier, more advantaged classes were able to pass on not only their economic capital, but also their social advantages to their children and grandchildren. On the other hand, members of the working classes found it very difficult to escape from their social position. There appeared to be few opportunities for the children of working-class parents to improve their social status or life chances. Sociologists began to investigate the mechanisms of social reproduction, partly from an academic perspective, but also with the purpose of helping working-class children to improve their life chances.


It is perhaps not surprising that by the mid-20th century, when sociology was becoming established as a mainstream curricular subject, that it was seen as being preoccupied with change in society, and as being a source of radical social ideas for young people. This was perhaps slightly unfair, as the principal role of sociology was to analyse society and to try to explain the different factors affecting it. Indeed, the early sociologists had if anything been more concerned with understanding stability in society, rather than advocating social change.


Marx thought that it was possible to understand society in terms of broad, sweeping paradigms, which could be used to explain individual social events. By the early years of the 20th century, however, some sociologists were turning to more individualistic ways of understanding society.


Notable among these was the German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920). While acknowledging that universalistic explanations of society were very desirable, and indeed useful, Weber cautioned that they would always be of limited validity. Individual human beings, Weber argued, would always look at the world in their own unique way, and form their own interpretation of the social world. Society could not be expected to behave in the same uniform way as a scientific environment in a laboratory. Suppose, for example, that we were to measure the melting point of a metal in the laboratory, we would expect all other samples of that metal, assuming the same degree of purity, to have the same melting point. However, just because one human being behaves in a certain way under certain specific circumstances, we would not expect all other human beings to behave in the same manner.


Weber thought that it was a laudable aim to try to develop testable hypotheses and theories in relation to sociological research, but that we should simultaneously accept that the subjective viewpoint of individual human beings would always remain important in sociology.


By the 1960s the influence of Marxist ideas in particular had popularized the idea of radical changes in society. There was a widespread feeling that only major changes in society would produce the kind of world to which people aspired.


There were significant protest movements in the West, against the Vietnam War in the United States, and against government policies in France. Young people, and students in particular, used a Marxian analysis to point out that it was not only the working class which was exploited in society. Other groups, such as black people, gay people and women, were also seen as being exploited and disadvantaged. This type of analysis was adopted by sociologists, who increasingly saw society as the site of major conflict between economically advantaged social groups, and other groups who consistently suffered from inequality. This type of analysis was particularly notable during the mid-1960s and early 1970s, with sociologists examining concepts and models that would help them understand the mechanisms operating in society.


MOBILITY IN SOCIETY


From the 1960s onwards, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) developed new analyses of society, often using the concept of ‘capital’, although he employed this in a different sense to Marx.
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‘Bourdieu likes to present life as a game. Capital is the currency. Whereas classical Marxism sees capital as purely economic, Bourdieu extends the concept – as Adorno extended the term “industry” – to include the cultural’


Brooker, Will (1998), Cultural Studies (p. 90).
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Bourdieu was interested in trying to explain the way in which some people were successful in society, and rose to positions of power and influence, while others failed to advance their lives to any significant extent. In particular, he explored the factors that might result in some children doing well in the education system, and others not succeeding. He was implicitly looking for factors that were not purely genetic, or in other words concerned with ‘intelligence’, but rather seeking explanations that were sociological in nature.


Bourdieu argued that children acquire a range of forms of capital, which help them in their progression through life and help to determine their level of achievement. One of the most obvious forms of capital some children possess is ‘economic capital’. Such capital will normally be inherited from their parents, but can be exchanged for a range of advantages. They may be enabled to attend a prestigious, fee-paying school or to travel widely while young. Their parents may be able to send them on skiing holidays, or to ensure they join a rather exclusive tennis club. The possession of such economic capital enables children to acquire ‘social capital’. For example, children attending exclusive private schools may make friends and social contacts that last well into adult life. Such friends themselves often become successful, and hence children find themselves as members of highly successful social networks, which become very useful in advancing their careers in later life. Social capital thus consists of children having access to a complex network of affluent, successful, high-performing people, including not only their peers but also the parents and relatives of their school friends.


In the case of children – probably the majority of young people – who do not possess this level of economic capital, they will generally be unable to acquire the same range of social capital, which benefits their more affluent peers. They may well be as intelligent and even more academically able than those with more economic capital, but may well find it very difficult to progress as far in life. For some rare individuals, a combination of intellectual and strong personal qualities may result in them excelling in their careers. They may, in effect, be able to acquire social capital despite their family background.
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Key idea: Social capital








‘Social capital’ consists of the range of contacts, networks and acquaintances that are useful in helping people to advance their careers and economic position in society.
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Bourdieu went on to point out that for some children economic and social capital are usually transformed into ‘cultural capital’. This embraces all the abilities, knowledge and understandings that derive from social capital, and which contribute to success in their lives and careers. For example, a young person who speaks one or two foreign languages fluently, perhaps because they have spent time living abroad, will be at a great advantage in many jobs. In international finance or business, for instance, fluency in a foreign language can give someone an enormous advantage over competitors.


Qualifications are an important source of cultural capital, and a person who has gained a postgraduate qualification from a leading university in their field, will gain an important form of capital. The experience of working for a major international organization is another form of cultural capital, whether that organization be an investment bank, a leading university, or an important industrial research institute. Opportunities to move around the world from one leading organization to another are often the result of the networking opportunities derived from social capital.


For Bourdieu, however, educational success does not depend solely upon achievement in examinations and academic assignments. Aspects of cultural capital such as style of speech, self-presentation, and ability to discuss what we might term ‘high culture’, such as art, literature and classical music, can all contribute to success at university and later within a career.
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Did you know?








Pierre Bourdieu was raised in a working-class family in a very small village called Denguin located in south-western France. The village is situated in the Aquitaine region of Pyrénées-Atlantiques. Bourdieu’s father had a smallholding but left it to work for the Post Office. At home, the family spoke a local dialect that was a variant of the Gascon language. Bourdieu did not therefore have the advantage of being reared in a literary, academic environment. However, he had two advantages. His father, despite his own limited education, encouraged his son to pursue his studies; and, in addition, Bourdieu himself was highly intelligent. From the local lycée he progressed to the famous Lycée Louis-le-Grand at Paris, and after that he went on to gain a worldwide reputation. The interesting and slightly ironic aspect of his life was that he never benefited from the economic and social capital about which he wrote. Nevertheless, through his sheer brilliance he rose to the very heights of the French university system.
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Bourdieu appeared to have considerable empathy with the disadvantaged groups in society, and much of his research seemed to have the implicit purpose of improving their life chances. However, there would seem to be two logical ways in which one might approach the phenomenon of disadvantage in society. First, one could try to give working-class pupils access to the types of cultural capital enjoyed by upper-class children. Second, one could encourage a redefinition of what should count as ‘high’ culture. The latter is a relativistic argument, based on the assumption that all culture is different but of equal value. On this argument the culture of the upper classes is seen as superior, simply because they have the power and influence to define it as such.
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Key idea: Cultural capital








Cultural capital consists of the range of skills, knowledge and attributes that help people to succeed in life. This may include academic qualifications and skills, experience of foreign travel, and an understanding of the arts.


[image: image]


The scope of the social sciences


Sociology as a discipline is part of a wide range of subjects grouped under the term ‘social sciences’. The social sciences are normally considered to include psychology, politics, economics, and subjects such as ‘education’ when it is thought of as an area of study in its own right. All of these subjects share the characteristic that they include the study of human beings and their interrelationships within a broader society. In addition, most of these subjects also include elements of study that are close in approach to the ‘harder’, objective, natural sciences. Of all the social sciences, sociology is arguably the key discipline since it employs a range of quantitative and qualitative research methods that have been used to varying degrees in the other social science subjects.


The subject of psychology is an interesting example. Psychologists may investigate the ways in which individuals interact in small group situations in the workplace, in schools or in social situations. In order to carry out these investigations they may interview people, or ask them to keep personal diaries. These methods will involve qualitative, fairly subjective approaches to research. Other types of psychological research might involve an analysis of cognitive processes, or of mental development. Such research could involve laboratory tests or experiments, and may require the collection of quantitative data. This more objective type of research may aspire to be close to the kinds of methods used in the natural sciences. In other words, psychological research could involve very different approaches depending upon the nature of the research.


Qualitative research often involves the collection of data, and the subsequent generation of scientific theories from that data. This process is known as ‘induction’. The theory developed in this way is not regarded as eternally valid, but as a basis for further investigation and testing of the provisional theory. In the case of quantitative research, a set of initial data is used to generate a hypothesis or provisional statement about the world. Further data is then collected in order to try to test the validity of the hypothesis. If the data seems to support the hypothesis, then a theory is constructed. The latter process is known as ‘deduction’, and is typical of traditional scientific method.


This combination of approaches is typical of social science subjects in general, in that they adopt a research method that seems appropriate for the research topic under consideration. Social science subjects are empirical in that they collect and analyse data using the senses. They are also scientific in the broad sense outlined above, yet do not necessarily employ a single approach to the scientific method, adapting their approach to the problem under consideration.


Another social science subject is that of education studies. Researchers in education are interested in such questions as why students enjoy certain subjects, which methods help them to learn most effectively, what kinds of teaching strategy are most interesting for them, and what methods of self-study do they employ. Such questions could be investigated using qualitative methods, for example by asking students about the ways in which they go about studying. On the other hand, the learning process can also be researched by using quantitative approaches. We can teach students a topic using different strategies, and then test them on what they have learned. We can thus form a judgement about which learning method is the most effective, and can attach a quantitative measure to that judgement.


Economics is a social science which, like education studies, employs both quantitative and qualitative methods. If we consider a topic such as unemployment, governments monitor the level of this carefully, for example as a proportion of the working population. Equally, governments may be interested in a wide range of statistical data, including the gender balance of the unemployment totals and the mean period of time for which people have been unemployed. This is the kind of data that is often appropriate to analyse statistically. It is less usual that social scientists conduct the type of scientific experiments that are typical of the natural sciences. However, as in education studies, it is possible to employ qualitative research methods in appropriate situations. Interview methods could be used for example, to explore the reactions of people to a period of unemployment.


The social basis of knowledge


One of the most important insights of sociology consists of the process whereby knowledge is created in a social setting. According to the perspective of some sociologists, what is accepted as knowledge in society derives from a process of discussion, evaluation and analysis between groups of human beings. To put it another way, human beings ‘negotiate’ viewpoints which will become accepted as legitimate knowledge.


For example, if a change is being considered in the motorway speed limit in a country, there is no absolute, objective way in which the most appropriate limit can be determined. Ultimately, the legislature will form a judgement based on a wide number of factors. Importantly, prior to that decision, there will be extensive discussion on the merits and otherwise of various proposals. That discussion will ultimately lead to a consensus, or at least a majority opinion about the most appropriate speed limit. During that process individuals will learn from each other, and perhaps revise their initial opinion. This process of interaction is a major element in what sociologists often refer to as the ‘social construction of knowledge’. To give it a slightly more technical name it is sometimes termed ‘social constructionism’.


During this process people consider their own opinions about an issue, and relate these to the opinions of others. Individuals then synthesize these different viewpoints, and emerging from this is a sense of understanding and meaning. The medium for this process to take place is human language. Significantly, the process is continuous, and the meaning that we attribute to an issue often evolves and changes over time. The manner in which we understand something today may not be the way in which we understand the same thing in a month’s time. Michel Foucault (1926–84), for example, analysed our changing conceptions of madness and insanity.
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Did you know?








Foucault pointed out that in medieval times people who were ‘insane’, or perhaps demonstrating rather eccentric behaviour, were not seen as a particular threat to society. They might be seen as amusing or the object of fun, for example, but not needing to be excluded from society. However, from the 17th century onwards there was a tendency to treat the ‘insane’ as requiring incarceration. Later still, ‘insanity’ became viewed as a medical condition that required scientific analysis and treatment.
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The analysis of a concept such as insanity is not merely of historical or philosophical interest. In considering the culpability of someone in relation to a crime, the question of whether the accused person is deemed sane or insane is of great importance in evaluating their guilt.
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Key idea: Social constructionism








Social constructionism is the theory that our understanding of the world around us is principally created through interactions between people, and the sharing of knowledge and viewpoints.
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Like Marx, Foucault was also interested in the nature of power in society. Whereas Marx focused his arguments on the power of the capital-owning class, Foucault addressed the devolved aspects of power in society. He was interested in the way in which both the institutions of the state, and also private sector organizations, exercised power to influence the lives of ordinary people.
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‘He (Foucault) believed that no such institutions were neutral or independent, and argued that it was an important political task to examine how they were tied to the complex operations of power in our society.’


Ward, Glenn (2010), Understand Postmodernism (p. 181).
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Sociology has thus opened to public discussion and reflection the processes whereby meaning and understanding are created. In so doing the subject has been a force for liberalism and moderation in society, in that it has pointed to the numerous influences that combine to determine our views about issues. Moreover, it has emphasized that these views are not fixed and rigid, but that they can evolve and develop over time.
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Test your knowledge








  1  Auguste Comte favoured an analysis of society which was…?


a    religious


b    scientific


c    humanistic


d    liberal


  2  Sociological research is…?


a    empirical


b    philosophical


c    statistical


d    mathematical


  3  In the late 19th century which university established a Department of Sociology devoted to empirical research on local communities?


a    Rome


b    London


c    Chicago


d    Los Angeles


  4  One of the earliest scientific studies in sociology was Durkheim’s research on…?


a    gender differences


b    unemployment


c    birth rates


d    suicide


  5  Marx termed the capital-owning class the…?


a    proletariat


b    middle class


c    aristocracy


d    bourgeoisie


  6  The transmission of the features of a social class to the next generation is known as…?


a    social reproduction


b    social coordination


c    social integration


d    social introduction


  7  Social capital involves…?


a    having extensive bank savings


b    making good investments


c    being part of an interpersonal network of successful people


d    having a wide range of friends


  8  Social science subjects are typically…?


a    empirical


b    statistical


c    quantitative


d    deductive


  9  Michel Foucault analysed our changing views of…?


a    the humanities


b    insanity


c    progress


d    philosophy


10  The way in which knowledge is created through human interaction is known as?


a    social relationism


b    social acceptance


c    social constructionism


d    social absolutism
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2


The role of theory in sociology
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This chapter will examine the nature of social theory, and the process of theory falsification and amendment. It will examine the conceptual issue of whether ‘social facts’ can be said to exist, and hence the debate about the role of positivistic and anti-positivistic epistemologies within sociology. It will explore the range of theories based upon the interpretation of social meaning, and the range of enquiry methods that evolve from that perspective. Among the theories discussed will be ‘critical theory’, ‘feminist theory’, ‘phenomenology’ and ‘symbolic interactionism’.
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The nature of a theory


When we collect empirical data on the interaction of people in society, one of the difficulties is that we will probably have lots of individual instances of human behaviour. If the data remains as it is, it will be interesting, but we may find it difficult to identify trends and patterns in the data, or to condense the data into general statements. Without this ability to generalize we may not be able to make the most of our observations.


Before we start collecting data it is often best if we have a purpose or aim, which will inform the way we make our observations. For example, we might wish to explore the behaviour of people in a dentist’s waiting room. We might guess that parents try to occupy their children in various ways, so that they will not be nervous. This is an example of a hypothesis – a prediction that we will try to test by collecting data. When we have collected some data, we can judge whether or not it seems to support our hypothesis. If we do not find evidence of such parental behaviour then we can discard the hypothesis. If, however, we do observe such behaviour, then we might develop a social theory that suggests that parents try to distract their children in any comparable situation. Such a theory would involve generalization, in that it would apply to a range of situations, and it would also include an element of explanation in that perhaps parents want the treatment to proceed smoothly. In addition, a social theory normally enables the sociologist to predict what might occur in similar situations in the future.


In social sciences, a theory is never the final word on an issue. A sociologist should whenever possible attempt to disprove or falsify a theory by collecting further data. If the data supports the theory, then the theory does not need to change. If the new data appears to contradict the theory, then it will require amendment.
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Did you know?








You might think we should set out to prove a theory rather than to disprove or falsify it. However, if we did so, we might be biased because we might assume that the theory is actually ‘true’. Therefore if we set out to disprove it, we are likely to be more rigorous in our approach!
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A social theory should not be expected to remain the same for ever. As soon as it fails to adequately explain a phenomenon it should be amended, and retested.


Theories, perspectives and paradigms


Some social theories are developed by individual sociologists, and apart from being proposed in academic journal articles, may receive relatively little attention. On the other hand, a theory may be of such broad generality and applicability that it achieves worldwide recognition. There are a number of terms that seem quite closely related to the concept of ‘theory’, including paradigm, perspective, world view and ideology. Some of these terms are used almost synonymously. For example, a writer may say that someone ‘seems committed to Marxist theory’, while another may speak of a person as ‘adhering to a Marxist perspective’. To take another example, an economist may suggest that the theory of the free market is the best perspective to employ when analysing a contemporary economic system. A different economist may argue that the philosophy of liberal, free trade is the best world view for distributing scarce world resources. Sociologists are a little to blame here, since they sometimes use these terms interchangeably, without a clear definition. Let us therefore explore briefly the nature of these concepts.


A ‘paradigm’ can be thought of as a way of approaching research and the creation of new knowledge during a particular period. During the medieval period in Europe, the predominant paradigm was that of Catholic Christianity, and the principal epistemological approach was that of Biblical exegesis and the analysis of other Christian texts regarded as legitimate. During the 18th and 19th centuries, however, this paradigm was gradually replaced by a scientific paradigm, which sought to create new knowledge by using the hypothetico-deductive method of ‘reasoning’. We are still today employing this basic paradigm, although within the scientific methodology have arisen some variants such as a qualitative paradigm not typical of the original scientific approach. It is worth remembering that the transition from a religious paradigm to a scientific paradigm was very difficult, indeed painful. This is partly because when people are deeply immersed in one paradigm, it is difficult to envisage the possibility of thinking within a different paradigm.


Paradigms also influence the manner in which we enquire into the world, and question our fellow human beings. As Kuhn commented when speaking of scientific revolutions or paradigm changes:


[image: image]
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‘Each produced a consequent shift in the problems available for scientific scrutiny and in the standards by which the profession determined what should count as an admissible problem or as a legitimate problem-solution.’


Kuhn, Thomas (2012), The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (p. 6).
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In medieval times heresy was considered an extremely serious offence, and religious authorities would on occasion question whether a person was adhering to accepted theological doctrine.
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Key idea: Heresy








If a person believes in, or advocates, ideas that are contrary to the received wisdom of a religion, then they may be said to hold heretical beliefs.
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However, within a scientific paradigm it is considered normal, and indeed desirable, to question received wisdom. A scientific theory is considered more widely accepted and legitimate, when it has withstood the test of trenchant criticism.
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Did you know?








We are so deeply committed to the scientific paradigm, and to the material progress brought about by scientific knowledge, that it is scarcely possible to imagine moving to a different paradigm. However, although we are so familiar with electronic communication, perhaps in the future we might use other methods such as telepathy! In the future there may be yet undiscovered methods for passing on ideas and thoughts!


[image: image]


Paradigms become dominant and influential when they gain the support of leading governments, and of world organizations, particularly economic and educational institutions. Schools and universities are of especial significance, as they pass on the values and knowledge base of the paradigm to subsequent generations.


A theory, in the sense that we use the term nowadays, arises through a process of scientific reasoning and is continually subject to scientific scrutiny, and attempts to falsify or disprove it. The same is not necessarily true of a paradigm, which may develop through a much more complex process, often involving the support of political authorities.


Some ways of looking at the world are not necessarily widespread, dominant or influential. Indeed they may only be held by a minority of people. For example, the belief that the Earth is flat is not really a theory because it does not derive from accepted scientific methodology, nor does it have the broad scope to be considered a paradigm. The terms ‘belief system’ or world view are also probably not appropriate since these imply a range of interconnected beliefs. The belief in a flat Earth is probably simply that – a belief.


The term ‘world view’ is employed within the social sciences, usually to refer to a range of values, ideas, ways of thinking and beliefs that constitute an integrated system for living in the world. Humanism, for example, may be considered a world view. Humanism generally assumes a commitment to rational, logical decision-making, a rejection of religious or spiritual explanations of the world, and an ethical approach which aims at the welfare of human beings and other living organisms. This range of beliefs constitutes a world view, even if we do not attach to it the term humanism. A world view is often chosen by people to represent the general principles by which they wish to live their lives. People may believe that their chosen world view is the best and most appropriate approach to life, but there is no implication in the concept that one world view is objectively better than any other world view.


Much the same is true of the term ‘perspective’, the use of which is common within sociology. When a sociologist employs a particular theoretical framework or integrated range of concepts to analyse the world or to conduct social research, then that frame of reference is often described as a perspective. A researcher may, for example, speak of themselves as operating within a feminist perspective or conducting research within a phenomenological perspective. We will discuss examples of such perspectives later in the chapter.


Some sociologists may become very committed to a perspective, and may normally conduct all of their research within this particular framework. There is certainly nothing wrong with this, as long as the researcher is clear that this is what they are doing. For example, if they write a research article for a journal it is important that they refer to the perspective that they are using. The reader can then interpret the article and the researcher’s findings within that particular frame of reference. There is also no implication within the concept of a perspective, that one perspective is objectively preferable to another. It is possible, however, that a perspective may be more suitable to investigate a particular research question than another. That would be a matter of academic judgement and for the researcher to justify.


A sociologist should not however become so committed to a single perspective that they fail to consider the possibility of using other approaches. This would negate the idea of having an open-minded approach to analysing the world, which is characteristic of the social sciences. Sometimes people do become so strongly affected by a belief system that they may not recognize the influence that they are under. Imagine, for example, children being reared in a totalitarian society where there is a single world view, or political system, to which all citizens are expected to adhere. Such children will never be exposed to other viewpoints and may, in effect, think that the culture of their society is the only possible way of envisaging the world.
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