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Introduction


Societies, unlike individuals, are not clearly defined. There are no precise names or physical outlines, and their structures and principles are ever-changing. Yet the power of society to shape a person’s life can be profound. Take your decision to read this book; perhaps you selected a “little” book because you are time-poor, or your curiosity about sociology was not fulfilled at school. You may not realize it, but there might be wider reasons influencing your choice that only a sociologist can detect. These could be a number of different reasons – political policies regarding education, the structure of the working week, living costs or the way the publishing industry has evolved. Tensions between personal autonomy and the influence of society over individual choice lie at the heart of sociology. Therefore, delving into this discipline can alter how you view your life and the world around you. By introducing you to the key sociological ideas, this book reveals the subtle forces that might be patterning your own behaviour, from everyday decisions to your relationships and career. You will also see the role sociology can play in solving global problems.




WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?
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The term “sociology” is a combination of the Latin “socius”, meaning companion or associate, and the Greek “logiā” meaning the study of. Today, sociology can be summarized as the systematic (or organized) study of human societies. But such a definition fails to grasp the discipline’s huge breadth and possibilities. Sociology examines countless dimensions of human social interaction, from the experiences of individuals and social groupings to the largest institutions and organizations of a society. It is concerned with the patterns, conditions, interactions and processes affecting billions of people worldwide; its potential scope is as large as its subject matter and continues to similarly evolve. This chapter introduces some of the different perspectives used by sociologists in grappling with this immense subject. You will discover the most popular research methods as well as the ethical issues that often arise for sociologists when conducting their work. With a clearer understanding of what sociology is, you will see how it can inspire social change and permanently transform your perspective.


 


 


 


 


The “psychology of society”


The term “social science” refers to the branches of science that are concerned with the study of societies and social relationships, namely: anthropology, economics, political science, psychology and sociology. There is a lot of overlap between these disciplines; for instance, both psychology and sociology involve the scientific study of human thought processes and behaviours and seek to improve people’s lives, and anthropology looks at how societies and cultures develop. What distinguishes sociology is its focus on social groups, communities and cultures – it looks beyond individuals by taking a bird’s eye view of social dynamics, patterns and trends. Sociology looks at society at all levels and all scales, from family structures to globalization.




A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE


The sociologist Kai T. Erikson has said that sociology is “a perspective rather than a body of knowledge”, and that sociologists are distinguished from other social observers, such as historians or economists, not by “what we see but the way we see”.





 


 


 


 


Big and small questions


Sociologists study society by adopting one of the following levels of approach:


MACRO-LEVEL SOCIOLOGY




	Focuses on wider social systems and structures.


	Studies large-scale groups, institutions or populations.


	Asks big questions such as: In what ways has class shaped the development of society? To what extent does ethnicity affect our opportunities in life? How will the climate crisis alter relationships between nations?





MICRO-LEVEL SOCIOLOGY




	Focuses on small-scale human relations, typically at the community level, but can also include interactions between couples or friends.


	Studies everyday face-to-face interactions and group scenarios.


	Asks more focused, narrow questions, like: How do working parents balance their roles and identities? Do police officers approach people differently according to their age?





The macro and micro-level approaches complement each other. Just as the natural world is understood through a combination of biology, physics and chemistry, a comprehensive picture of the social world encompasses both large-scale arrangements of a society and the behaviour of its individual members. Both are significant and constantly influencing each other. The two perspectives allow sociologists to gain a greater understanding of humanity and how large-scale patterns and trends influence the behaviour and experiences of individuals and groups, and vice versa.




MICRO-SOCIOLOGY


Georges Gurvitch argued that there are levels to social reality and coined the term “micro-sociology” in 1939 (borrowing the expression from microphysics). Unlike the large-scale studies of social psychology, sociology and social anthropology, micro-sociology focused on specific interpersonal interactions between individuals and groups.





 


 


 


 


How do sociologists work?


The research methods adopted by sociologists fall into two broad categories: quantitative and qualitative. Both aim to interpret patterns and relationships in society, but the big divide between the two is the kinds of data they use.


Researchers who collect quantitative data apply statistical analysis techniques to relatively large data sets of people. This data can be presented in numerical form, such as surveys asking people closed questions which can then be turned into numbered responses and analyzed, or it might involve administrative data collected by institutions (e.g. data collected on crime or schools). Quantitative methods include:




	Lab and field experiments


	Structured interviews or observations


	Questionnaires (paper or online) featuring either closed questions or those that have a finite number of responses


	Opinion polls and surveys presentable in charts or diagrams, such as voting intentions


	Official statistics, such as exam results





Researchers who collect qualitative data tend to use long interviews with a small number of people, drawing conclusions from analyzing what people say. This data is presented in written or visual formats. For instance, a sociologist could undertake participant observation by observing people doing a particular job and deriving insights from their speech and behaviour. Qualitative methods include:




	Questionnaires featuring open questions 


	Surveys conducted online, door-to-door, by phone or mail


	Field research including unstructured interviews, participant observations (covert or overt) and focus groups so broader ranges of responses can be analyzed


	Case studies involving in-depth research into individuals or groups


	Sociometric tests measuring interpersonal relations


	Secondary sources that are not produced with the intention of being analyzed, such as medical histories


	Content analysis, such as researching books or photography





 


 


 


 


Ethical issues


There are many potential ethical issues that sociologists must consider when planning and conducting their research. There are established ethical guidelines (or written codes of conduct), which set the standards of practice and what is considered acceptable. If these guidelines are breached, researchers can encounter ethical problems regarding participants’ consent, anonymity or confidentiality. For instance, research involving data gathered from online fora or discussion platforms can generate concerns about the informed consent, privacy and anonymity of the human participants. Some have likened data research to a form of “electronic eavesdropping”. Contacting potential participants can also be viewed as “spamming”, which is itself an invasion of privacy.




APPROACHES TO RESEARCH


Inductive research (“bottom-up approach”) involves searching for patterns from a set of observations and generating a theory from the data obtained. Often associated with qualitative research, this approach is taken when sociologists know little about the social issue at hand.


Deductive research top-down approach starts with a theory and then moves towards observations. This approach is usually associated with quantitative research.





The masses of personal and impersonal data (known as big data) available in society, and the tools to analyze them, pose moral dilemmas. Study participants should give informed consent (understand what the research is about and what taking part involves), but researchers can access swathes of potentially sensitive data without engaging with participants. Large data sets coupled with complex algorithms have caused new kinds of injury, from legal or psychological harm to informational harm, such as algorithmic discrimination (e.g. racial or gender bias) or privacy breaches.




CHALLENGING SOCIAL ETHICS


All societies have assumptions about what is morally acceptable behaviour, and sociologists critically analyze these values. For example, Laurie and Matthew Taylor’s 2003 book What Are Children For? used data from various countries to explore the conflict between individualism and the demands of child-rearing.





 


 


 


 


What is society?


Sociology can be defined in many ways, but one common feature is the notion of society. A society is a group of people who share a geographic location and who enter various relationships with each other. These relationships are governed by the rules, regulations, norms and values of the location, which are constantly changing and therefore provide a vast resource for sociological research.


One of the founders of sociology, Auguste Comte, viewed society as a collective organism similar to a human body; with forms of social power being “the tissue”, family providing the “elements” and cities behaving as “organs”. He believed the parts of the body (individuals) could only be understood through knowledge of the whole (society).




IS “SOCIETY” STILL RELEVANT?


Since the 1970s, sociologists have debated whether sociology should shift its focus away from societies. Scholars such as Alain Touraine have concentrated on individuals and their interactions, while others like John Urry suggest that globalization has resulted in “global networks and flows” replacing societies.





 


 


 


 


Questioning society


In many ways, sociology can be seen as the ultimate theoretical rebellion. Rather than simply accepting or bemoaning the way a society is organized, sociologists identify and challenge its conventional truths and norms. Thinking like a sociologist means you ask fundamental questions, like: Why is this acceptable? How does this behaviour impact others? What are the subtle influences? Sociologists attempt to investigate such questions objectively, putting aside their personal opinions in the hope of understanding fundamental causes and consequences. For instance, capitalism dominates much of the world in the twenty-first century, and while its existence may appear necessary (and desirable) for society to function effectively, is it the only possible social system? For many sociologists, their work goes beyond analysis and description; their research is used to address inequalities in society and potentially alter people’s attitudes to existing social practices. Their findings can also inform public policy and be a driver for social change.




A BRIEF HISTORY OF SOCIOLOGY
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Across the centuries and around the world, people have been curious about how society works. Many historians, philosophers, religious leaders and writers have attempted to describe and compare different societies. As a result, there is no single approved history of sociology or sociological thinking. However, the scientific discipline of sociology is commonly believed to have begun in the nineteenth century by a few individuals in Europe. So, why has the label of “sociologist” been assigned to these figures but not their predecessors? What caused the field of sociology to be created 200 years ago, and how has it evolved since then? In answering these questions, this chapter reveals the pioneering ideas of key people, together with the main intellectual trends and schools of thought that have dominated the field. As the search for an ideal society remains as elusive and fascinating as ever, you will see how many ideas and themes that shaped sociology’s origin continue to be relevant today.


 


 


 


 


Timeline of early sociological thought
















	TIME

	EVENT










	— 484–425 BCE


	The Greek historian Herodotus writes Histories, which describes variations in the norms of societies around the Mediterranean.






	— 484–425 BCE


	The Greek philosopher Plato considers society as a unified system and explores how a society should 
be organized.






	— 384–322 BCE


	Aristotle attempts to classify social systems such as governments, and questions what makes a just society.






	— Thirteenth century CE


	The Chinese historian Ma Tuan-Lin explores how social dynamics shape historical developments.






	— Fourteenth century

	The Tunisian historian Ibn Khaldun analyzes “the nature of things which are born of civilization”, comparing nomadic and sedentary lifestyles and how social cohesion impacts power. Some consider him to be the world’s first sociologist.
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