



[image: image]









[image: ]






Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been inadvertently overlooked, the Publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangements at the first opportunity.


Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of going to press, Hodder Education cannot be held responsible for the content of any website mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


Orders: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Park Drive, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SE.


Telephone: (44) 01235 827720. Fax: (44) 01235 400454. Email education@bookpoint.co.uk Lines are open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service. You can also order through our website: www.hoddereducation.co.uk


ISBN: 9781510403116
eISBN: 9781510402829


© Rosie Owens, Ian Woodfield 2017


First published in 2017 by


Hodder Education,


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hoddereducation.co.uk


Impression number   10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


Year          2021  2020  2019  2018  2017


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright
 

Licensing Agency Limited, Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.


Cover photo © Rawpixel.com - Shutterstock


Illustrations by Aptara Inc.


Typeset in OfficinaSansStd-Book/11.5 pts by Aptara Inc.


Printed in Italy


A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.





Introduction


Where this book fits into your GCSE Sociology course:


The course


The GCSE Sociology course you are following is made up of a number of different elements:


The sociological approach, this means that you have to know about the work of a number of key sociologists (including some of the nineteenth-century founders of the discipline), and you need to be familiar with important sociological ideas and some of the different perspectives that sociologists bring to their work including functionalism, Marxism, interactionism and feminism.


Research methods, you need to know how to use a variety of sociological research methods and to understand how they might be applied in different contexts, for example when sociologists study families.


You need to understand what sociology can tell us about selected social structures, social processes and social issues including families, education, social stratification, crime and deviance.


The examination


AQA GCSE Sociology






	Paper 1

	Paper 2






	Written Exam (1 hour and 45 minutes). The paper contains a mix of multiple choice questions, short and extended written response questions. The paper is marked out of 100 and is worth 50% of your GCSE. There are no optional questions (you must try to answer all the questions).

	Written Exam (1 hour and 45 minutes). The paper contains a mix of multiple choice questions, short and extended written response questions. The paper is marked out of 100 and is worth the remaining 50% of your GCSE. There are no optional questions.






	
What does the paper cover?

1. The sociology of families


2. The sociology of education


3. Relevant areas of social theory and methods



	
What does the paper cover?

1. The sociology of crime and deviance


2. The sociology of social stratification


3. Relevant areas of social theory and methods








	
Key points to remember.

You will be expected to show your knowledge and understanding of the entire course of study, this includes making connections between relevant ideas from different elements of the course, the glossary of important terms and the work of key sociologists (you will need to be familiar with the summaries contained in the appendix to the specification).









For each topic area you will be asked to critically evaluate and compare and contrast sociological theories or explanations.


You will be expected to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of key sociological theories by reading and responding to extracts which illustrate the different views of sociologists.


You will be expected to demonstrate an understanding of relevant sociological research methods and associated issues, for example the use of official statistics, qualitative and quantitative approaches and the use of mixed methods in sociological research.


You will be asked to explore and debate contemporary social issues in order to be able to challenge everyday understandings of society from a sociological perspective.


This textbook is designed to help you to achieve all of these aims; it comprehensively covers the content required by the specification and helps you to develop a ‘sociological imagination’ (in other words to begin looking at the world around you through the eyes of a sociologist).


How this book works


Key terms and important ideas are explained as you work through the book (look for the key symbol).


Read about the work of important sociologists and develop your understanding of the different perspectives they have brought to their research (look out for ‘Research in action’).


Check your knowledge with ‘quick’ short answer questions (look out for the blue box).


Reinforce and extend your understanding with activities designed by experienced teachers (look out for the orange box).


Build your research skills with topical research opportunities and ‘methods in context’.


Develop your examination skills with practice questions and advice from experienced teachers.


One last thing to remember


The example questions used in this book have been designed to improve your skills and help you to understand what sociology is all about. It is important to participate in discussions and other class-based activities, make notes of important things to remember.





1 The sociological approach


What is sociology?
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what sociology is and how the discipline developed over time.
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Definition


The simplest definition of sociology is the ‘science of society’, but this definition leaves us with more questions than answers. Is sociology really a science and, if so, what makes it a science? Can we even agree what society is? It may be more helpful to start with a clearer understanding of what sociologists have been trying to achieve.
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KEY TERMS


Culture the beliefs, ideas and practices of a particular society or group


Norms informal rules that influence social behaviour


Objective judgements that are not influenced by personal prejudices


Role patterns of behaviour expected by individuals in different situations, e.g. student and teacher


Social construct patterns of behaviour based on the norms and expectations of a society


Society a group of people with a common culture – the term is often used to describe nation states, e.g. British society


Values important beliefs held by individuals and social groups
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Sociologists want to understand why people behave as they do when they come together in groups. They ask questions about things that people often take for granted but which are of huge importance to the way in which we live our lives. There is nothing new about the attempt to better understand human behaviour, but in the more distant past people often relied upon ways of thinking that were passed down from one generation to the next and often expressed those ideas in superstitious terms, for example, particular behaviours could be the actions of gods and demons. Sociology as an objective evidence-based and systematic study of human behaviour has its origins in our more recent past.


History


The violent events of the French Revolution (1789–99) are generally accepted to mark a point in time when European societies began to go through a series of radical changes: political, economic and social. In 1793, most of Western Europe was a place where the vast majority of people worked in agriculture and lived in villages and small towns, ruled by aristocracies (the descendants of a warrior elite whose power came from the ownership of land). By 1900, Europe had been transformed into a place where most people lived in cities and worked in manufacturing industries, ruled by relatively democratic parliamentary systems. In an attempt to understand these changes, some writers and thinkers in Europe began to look for more ‘scientific’ ways to study the world around them and to move away from old ideas about a ‘natural order’ to the world, where the authority of rulers came from a special relationship with their God.


The first person to use the term ‘sociology’ was a French writer, Auguste Comte (1798–1857), although he originally preferred the rather more clumsy term ‘social physics’. He believed that sociology was truly a science, in the same way that biology, physics and chemistry are sciences. He was interested in the development of scientific ideas and the relative importance of the different branches of scientific enquiry. Comte believed that ultimately it would be possible to discover and understand ‘laws’ that governed human behaviour. Modern sociologists, for the most part, tend to see things rather differently, but the idea that sociology is a form of scientific study remains and is an idea to which we will return at a later point in this book.


The sociological imagination


When you look around you what do you see? It may be that you are reading this in a library or at home, but it is also likely that you will be in a classroom. You need to look at the situation in which you find yourself through the eyes of a sociologist; to do so is to use what the American sociologist C. Wright Mills (1916–62) described as ‘the sociological imagination’. Let us assume for a minute that you are in a classroom, which from the sociologist’s point of view raises a number of interesting questions:





•  Who are the different individuals involved in this social situation?



•  Do they share a sense of common purpose and is there some sort of unspoken understanding about how they should behave?



•  What happens to those individuals who do not wish to conform to the ‘rules’ that govern this social situation?





From a ‘common sense’ point of view, in the classroom, teachers teach and students learn. However, this ‘obvious’ answer fails to give us a real understanding of the complex social interactions that occur in any social situation. Sociologists use a form of specialist ‘language’ to describe these interactions and to express the complexities that lie beneath a surface reality. To a sociologist, the classroom is a place where norms and expectations govern the behaviour of the individuals involved; school itself is a social construct and the participants (students and teachers) play different roles that reflect the culture and values of the wider society.
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Activities





1  Write down a list of your school or college rules from memory. Compare your list with others produced by members of your class. Look for similarities and differences.



2  Ask a member of the science department in your school or college if they consider sociology to be a science. Report back your findings to your sociology class.
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Extension


Research the life and work of C. Wright Mills. Write a brief summary of his most important ideas.
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Check your knowledge





1  From memory, write a brief definition of sociology. (Check your answer against the definition provided.)



2  Who invented the term ‘social physics’?



3  Who used the term ‘sociological imagination’?
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Summary





•  The simplest definition of sociology is the ‘science of society’.



•  Sociology as an objective and systematic study of human behaviour has its origins in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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Social structures
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what a social structure is.
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Social structures


When we talk about the ‘structure’ of a building, we are discussing something that has physical substance: wood, brick, concrete and steel. We can see it and we can touch it. The structure can be built and demolished before our eyes. However, when sociologists talk about social structures, they are discussing things that lack the solid substance of the physical world.
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However, sociology began with the idea that social structures can be compared to a building in that they contain our behaviour and limit what we, as individuals, are able to do. Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) certainly believed that to be true. For example, most societies have some form of social stratification: systems that order the social world, placing some individuals in positions of power while others are expected to be obedient citizens or subjects. How these systems are organised changes over time and between different geographical locations. The feudal system in medieval Europe and the caste system in India are examples of different forms of social stratification, one based on the ownership of land and the other on religious beliefs. The class system is another example. To be a member of a particular social class in Britain today has a very real impact on your chances of success in education and employment, and even on your future health and life expectancy.
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KEY TERMS


Caste system a form of social stratification based on religion found in India


Discrimination an action based on prejudice, e.g. racial discrimination


Ethnicity a shared cultural identity, e.g. language and customs


Feudal system a form of social stratification based on the ownership of land


Gender a culturally determined identity (masculine or feminine)


Race the classification of people based on apparent physical differences


Social class a type of social stratification based on economic factors


Social stratification the way in which a society is divided hierarchically on the basis of various factors, e.g. class, gender and ethnicity


Stereotype an unfavourable simplistic image of a group based on the behaviour of a small number of individuals from within that group
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Our ethnicity and our gender are also examples of social structures. When sociologists talk about ethnicity, they are referring to a complex web of cultural differences that include an individual’s language, customs and belief systems. The colour of a person’s skin and other physical features are simply a relatively insignificant product of biology. The classification of different races is based on the ideas of early scientists such as Carl Linnaeus (1707–78) and is no longer accepted by modern science. In the biological sense, the physical differences between different individuals, such as their hair, skin, eyes and blood groups, are simply minor variations on a common theme. We are all human above all else. However, this does not mean that ethnic identities are unimportant. Stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination continue to plague our world and have been widely used as ways of structuring societies. American society continued to discriminate on the basis of ‘race’ well into the 1960s. British society had no specific laws to prevent racial discrimination until the Race Relations Act was passed in 1965 and, in South Africa, the apartheid system did not end until 1994. It would also be foolish to pretend that because prejudice and discrimination are officially disapproved of that they simply disappeared. Events in the modern world, such as warfare and acts of terrorism, tend to bring out old fears and prejudices against those perceived to be different and ‘outsiders’.


In a similar way, gender has been used and continues to be used to structure societies. To sociologists, our gender identity is based on social and cultural expectations and is not simply a matter of biology. However, some social theorists have argued that a woman’s social position and identity are mainly shaped by biology, even to the extent of suggesting that this somehow justifies the treatment of women as second-class members of society. Such a position is incompatible with feminist views, and with the equal status given to men and women in much of the modern world. However, it would also be foolish to pretend that gender-based prejudice and discrimination have disappeared even in societies where laws have been passed to prevent actions based on such prejudices, let alone in cultures where belief systems still place women in an inferior position to men. Other social structures include families, the education system and the world of work.
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KEY TERM


Social theorists this term can be used to describe sociologists, economists, philosophers and others who think and write about society
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Activities





1  Write a short paragraph to explain the difference between the idea of race and what sociologists mean by ethnicity.



2  Prepare a presentation for your class based on your research into either the civil rights movement in America or apartheid in South Africa.
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Extension


Find a copy of The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life (1994) by Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray. What makes this book so controversial and what do its critics have to say about it?
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Check your knowledge





1  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘social stratification’?



2  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘ethnicity’?



3  Who was Carl Linnaeus?
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Summary





•  Sociology began with the idea that social structures can be compared to a building in that they contain our behaviour and limit what we as individuals are able to do. For example, most societies have some form of social stratification, systems that order the social world.
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Emile Durkheim: life and times
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain who Durkheim was and the sort of world he lived in



•  describe his contribution to the development of sociology.
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Life and times


Born in France during the nineteenth century, Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) is regarded as one of the founders of modern sociology. He was considered to be a brilliant student and graduated with a degree in philosophy (the history of ideas), although his main interest was in the scientific study of society. He completed his studies in Germany, where he found an intellectual world that was more sympathetic to his interest in the new discipline of sociology. Although Durkheim recognised the importance of Comte’s work and ideas, he believed that sociology needed to be more scientific and his approach can be described as laying the foundations of functionalism.
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KEY TERMS


Anomie the breakdown of norms governing accepted social behaviour


Crime any form of behaviour that breaks the law


Deviance any form of behaviour that does not conform to dominant norms, ranging from behaviours that are simply disapproved of to criminal actions


Division of labour the separation of any form of work into various component parts, all of which are relatively simple. In industry, this allows employers to use cheaper unskilled or semi-skilled workers


Functionalism a sociological perspective that attempts to explain social structures by reference to the role that they perform for society as a whole
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France in the middle of the nineteenth century was going through a period of radical change. Largely as a consequence of the disruption caused by the French Revolution (1789–99) and Napoleonic Wars (1803–15), France had been slow to move away from an economy that depended on agriculture and to develop its manufacturing industries. However, by the time Durkheim was born in 1858, France was rapidly catching up with near neighbours in Europe (Britain and Germany). The population was increasing, modern transportation systems (railways) were being built and many French citizens lived in expanding cities, where they found employment in trade and manufacturing industry. Durkheim believed that it would be possible to use the knowledge gained from scientific study to improve society.



Important ideas



Durkheim argued that crime was a natural and inevitable part of human life. He observed that crime was more common in advanced industrialised societies, but believed that this only became a problem if the crime rate was too high. He held to the view that social change began with some form of deviant behaviour and that a certain amount of change was important if society was to remain healthy.


Durkheim saw the division of labour as a generally positive feature of modern society. He believed that specialised workers needed to co-operate in order to produce a range of finished products and that, in the process, they would become interdependent on each other. This interdependence would, in turn, lead to the development of rules that provide a framework for future co-operation, reinforcing social solidarity. However, Durkheim recognised that under certain circumstances the rapid expansion of industrial society could create anomie – a situation where, for some individuals, the normal rules of behaviour break down and they no longer feel themselves to be a part of the wider society, leading in turn to high rates of suicide and industrial unrest. For Durkheim, education, and, in particular, the teaching of history provided an important link between the individual and society, developing a sense of belonging and responsible behaviour towards the wider social group.


One of Durkheim’s best-known works is concerned with the study of suicide. His methods clearly illustrate his scientific approach; using suicide statistics from a number of European countries he was able to demonstrate patterns. For example, he found that suicide was more common in Protestant countries and that the suicide rate actually went down during times of political upheaval. He then went on to identify sociological rather than individual causes for this type of extreme behaviour.
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Activities





1  Identify three important ideas that Durkheim contributed to sociology. Arrange them in order of importance and then explain your reasons.



2  Write a short paragraph explaining why Durkheim can be regarded as one of the founders of modern sociology.
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Extension


Can Durkheim’s ideas about crime and deviance help us to explain the life of Nelson Mandela? You will need to do some further research in order to complete this activity.
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Check your knowledge





1  From memory, list three important changes to life in nineteenth-century France. (Check your answer against the information provided.)



2  Did Durkheim see the division of labour as a positive or negative feature of society?



3  What did Durkheim discover about the suicide rate during times of political upheaval?
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Summary





•  Emile Durkheim is regarded as one of the founders of modern sociology.



•  One of his best-known works is a study of suicide. His methods clearly illustrate his scientific approach; using suicide statistics he was able to identify sociological rather than individual causes for this type of extreme behaviour.
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Karl Marx: life and times
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain who Marx was and the sort of world he lived in



•  describe his contribution to the development of sociology.
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Life and times


Karl Marx (1818–83) spent much of his life writing about the changes to nineteenth-century society brought about by the Industrial Revolution. He came from a comfortable middle-class background and after attending university in Berlin, where he studied economics and philosophy, he worked as a newspaper editor. His involvement in the liberal politics of the day got him into trouble with the government of Prussia, which is now part of modern Germany (Germany did not become a completely unified nation until 1871). Eventually, Marx left Germany and went to live in France. During this period in his life, his left-wing political beliefs developed and eventually, in 1848, Marx published the Communist Manifesto, a document which he wrote with the help of his friend Friedrich Engels (1820–95). The ideas contained in the manifesto emphasised the need for a fairer and more equal communist society, which Marx believed would result from a political revolution. People in positions of power naturally came to regard his ideas as dangerous, at a time when revolutionary movements were gaining support in a number of European countries.
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KEY TERMS


Bourgeoisie the middle class who have an interest in preserving capitalism


Capitalism a system of economic organisation in which businesses are owned by private individuals who profit from the labour of the workers they employ


Communism Karl Marx believed that a future ideal communist society would be one in which the community would own all property and there would be no social classes


Communist Manifesto a political pamphlet outlining the principles of communism


Economics the study of the production and consumption of goods and services


Left wing political beliefs that emphasise social equality, e.g. socialism


Liberalism a political belief in systems of government in which the rights and freedoms of the individual are protected by laws and a constitution


Proletariat a term used by Marx to describe the working class in the nineteenth century


Wealth material resources owned by individuals, e.g. property, savings and businesses


Working class members of society who are engaged in some form of manual work
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In 1849, after more problems with the authorities and further travels around Europe in an attempt to avoid these problems, Marx came to live in England, where he remained for the rest of his life. Marx and his family were supported by Friedrich Engels, who managed a cotton factory that his family owned in Manchester, and by Marx’s work as a journalist. Marx wrote about many things, a lot of the time concerning economic issues, but his writing was always full of sociological ideas.


Important ideas


Marx had a very different view of society to Durkheim. For Marx, the most important cause of social change was conflict between the social classes, which he believed to be a feature of all economically developed human societies. He called this idea the materialist conception of history. Simply put, human beings need to produce things in order to survive: food, shelter and clothing. How they produce those things varies over time. For example, in Europe during the Middle Ages, land was the most important factor; a division of labour existed where some people owned the land (what a Marxist would describe as the means of production) while others worked on it to produce the food and other materials needed to survive.


Following the Industrial Revolution, an economic system that Marx called capitalism developed. Marx believed that this system was very different to previously existing forms of production. Industrial capitalism had the capacity to produce enormous amounts of goods that could be sold at a vast profit to huge numbers of people. Those who owned the means of production, the mines and the factories, became a new capitalist ruling class with power concentrated in their hands. They exploited the labour of their workers, the working class (or proletariat) who were the great majority of the population, in order to create wealth that only they really enjoyed. The vast majority of ordinary workers received little in return for their labour, although more of a share went to a small middle class (or bourgeoisie), who managed the businesses owned by the capitalist class. Therefore, Marx believed that conflict (essentially revolutionary political change) was inevitable in order to create a more just and equal society in which everyone received a fair share of the wealth that their labour created.


Das Kapital (Capital Volume 1) was published in 1867, the first of a three-volume work, most of which would only be published after Marx had died. Although he was relatively unknown during his own lifetime, Marx’s work has had a lasting effect on politics, economics and sociology. At one time during the twentieth century, vast numbers of people in Eastern Europe, Russia, China, Asia and South America were ruled by governments that claimed to be inspired by his ideas.
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Activities





1  Draw up a chart to compare the most important ideas of Durkheim and Marx.



2  Write a short paragraph explaining why the ideas of Karl Marx might still be considered to be controversial.
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Extension


Research the life and work of Friedrich Engels.
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Check your knowledge





1  What did Marx do for a living after he finished his university studies?



2  Who helped Marx to write the Communist Manifesto?



3  What book did Marx publish in 1867?
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Summary





•  Karl Marx spent much of his life writing about the changes to nineteenth-century society brought about by the Industrial Revolution.



•  Although Marx was relatively unknown during his own lifetime, his work has had a lasting effect on politics, economics and sociology.
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Max Weber: life and times
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain who Weber was and the sort of world he lived in



•  describe his contribution to the development of sociology.
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Life and times


Max Weber (1864–1920) was born in Germany and, like Marx and Durkheim, became concerned about the changes taking place in society. He was a brilliant student with an interest in economics, law, philosophy and history. But, unlike Marx, Weber was much more of an establishment figure, working as a lawyer, acting as a consultant to the government of the day and writing from a nationalistic perspective about issues such as Polish immigration. Eventually, Weber became a Professor of Economics, but after the death of his father in 1897 he suffered from depression and eventually gave up his university post.
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KEY TERMS


Authority a form of power in which people willingly obey commands that they believe to be lawful


Establishment in sociology, the term is generally used to describe dominant elites (superior groups) who hold power and authority


Immigration the movement of population from one part of the world to another, e.g. people who leave their country of origin to live in another country


Nationalism a strong belief in the importance of a particular nation state


Objective approach sociologists who attempt to study the social world without allowing their personal values to influence the outcome of their research


Protestant work ethic the moral and spiritual virtue of individual effort and hard work


Rationalisation the efficient organisation of society based on rational legal authority, technical and scientific knowledge
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As his health recovered, Weber focused more on sociological ideas, publishing in 1904 The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. This became one of his most famous sociological studies and clearly demonstrates Weber’s interest in the role that religion had to play in society, even though he was not personally religious. In 1907, he co-founded the German Sociological Association. As a sociologist, he believed that an objective approach to the study of human society was possible. At the outbreak of the First World War (1914–18), Weber volunteered for military service but, like many men who served in that terrible war, he became dissatisfied and opposed policies such as unrestricted submarine warfare. After the defeat of Germany, Weber served in the German delegation at the Paris Peace Conference. He was involved in the drafting of a new German constitution and the foundation of the liberal German Democratic Party. Germany was in chaos at the end of the war, with violent confrontations between supporters of different political groups. Weber was a critic of those with more extreme left-wing views, particularly those who supported the idea of a communist revolution.


Important ideas


Weber was influenced by the ideas of Marx, but he rejected Marxist ideas about history and did not believe that class conflict was the most significant cause of social change. He believed that people’s ideas and values were more important than their social class. In his most famous work, Weber links the development of capitalism to religious beliefs; he argues that in societies where Protestantism was the dominant religion, work became associated with moral and spiritual values, hard work and individual effort became a morally virtuous act whereas idleness was to be condemned as ‘sinful’. This belief system can be described as the Protestant work ethic and Weber believed it to be an important explanation of how and why capitalism developed in Western Europe and America.


Weber also developed important ideas about the nature of power and authority, which continue to have an influence on modern sociology. Weber believed that there were three distinct types of authority:





1  Charismatic authority, for example, that of the church and religious leaders.



2  Traditional authority, for example, the medieval feudal system which linked land ownership to aristocratic status (aristocrats owned the land on which the peasant farmers worked).



3  Legal or bureaucratic authority, for example, the legal framework of modern states.





Weber described the development of modern societies based on scientific knowledge, technology and bureaucratic systems of government as rationalisation. In other words, he believed that the social and economic life of modern society should be based on knowledge and organised in the most efficient way possible, as compared to past societies based on irrational superstitious beliefs that the authority of rulers, for example, came directly from their special relationship with their God.
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Activities





1  Draw up a chart to compare the ideas of Weber and Marx.



2  Write a short paragraph about the Protestant work ethic. Do you think this idea has any relevance to modern British society?
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Extension


Research Weber’s ideas about social class and add them to your comparison chart.
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Check your knowledge





1  What did Weber do for a living after he finished his university studies?



2  What did Weber help to found in 1907?



3  From memory, list the three types of authority described by Weber. (Check your answer against the list provided.)
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Summary





•  Max Weber, like Marx and Durkheim, became concerned about the changes taking place in society.



•  Weber was influenced by Marx, but he rejected some of his ideas.



•  Weber believed that the social and economic life of modern society should be based on knowledge and organised in the most efficient way possible.
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An introduction to functionalism
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what a sociological theory is



•  describe the functionalist perspective on society.





[image: ]





Theories about society


How does society work? Why do people behave in certain ways when they come together in groups? These are fundamental questions to all sociologists and, from the nineteenth century onwards, sociologists have developed increasingly sophisticated ideas to explain how society works and why people behave as they do. Grand theories, like functionalism, are all-embracing sets of ideas that provide sociologists with a broad framework from which to approach these fundamental questions. Some of these theories are less fashionable than they once were and many modern sociologists have moved away from the idea that just one big set of ideas can be used to explain everything that happens in society. However, it would be unwise for any student of sociology to dismiss a particular idea simply because it is unfashionable or because another set of ideas seems to be more relevant to the way we live now. Such theories tell us not only about the history and development of sociology, they also continue to help us gain meaningful insights into the social world.
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What is functionalism?


Functionalism is the oldest of the ‘grand theories’ that we will study. Durkheim’s view of society can broadly be described as ‘functionalist’ because he had the idea that society can be understood scientifically and that human behaviour is governed by a set of understandable ‘laws’ designed to preserve the ‘health’ of the wider society. A more modern version of these ideas developed in America in the 1950s, with the American sociologist Talcott Parsons (1902–79) taking a leading role. Simply put, functionalists argue that society cannot be understood as a series of isolated component parts. For example, if you want to understand the education system, you need to consider how it contributes to maintaining the wider society. These ideas are sometimes described as a ‘consensus theory’ because functionalists see society as based on shared values.


Functionalists believe that human relationships are governed by rules that reflect the values of society and that those rules and values are then turned into sets of roles and norms. In other words, we should all know how to play our part in the social world, how to behave and what is expected of us. These rule-governed social relationships then become the framework or structure of society. The family, the education system and the political system are all parts of this structure, referred to by functionalists as the institutions of society. If we look closely at the school, we can see this pattern – teachers and students, administrative, catering and maintenance staff, the head teacher and the board of governors all have their role to play and should know what is expected of them. From a functionalist perspective, if the school performs well, it does so because it helps to maintain the wider society, providing, for example, a future workforce equipped with the skills that society needs and, at the same time, helping to ensure that common values are shared.
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KEY TERMS


Functional prerequisites the basic needs of society


Institutions important parts of the structure of society maintained by social norms


Social order how society is constructed and maintained


Value consensus beliefs that are commonly shared by a particular social group


[image: ]





The functionalist perspective on society has a number of key principles:





•  All societies have certain basic needs that must be satisfied if they are to survive and prosper. These are called functional prerequisites and include such basic things as producing enough food and housing for the population.



•  Functionalists see society as a system made up of interconnected parts like a machine. If society is going to survive and prosper, the various parts have to work together and, if they fail to do so, society will breakdown. From a functionalist perspective, the ‘machine’ of society works when a value consensus exists, or, in other words, a general agreement among the members of society about the important values that they hold in common.



•  Functionalists believe that society needs order and stability if it is to survive and prosper; the maintenance of the social order depends upon effective socialisation and social control, with the members of society working together within a framework of common values.
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Activities





1  Create a ‘mind map’ (or spider diagram) of important functionalist ideas about society.



2  Write a short paragraph to explain what functionalists mean when they talk about the basic needs of society. How well do you think these needs are being met in Britain today?
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Extension


Research the life and work of Talcott Parsons.
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Check your knowledge





1  Why has functionalism been described as a ‘consensus theory’?



2  Was Durkheim a functionalist?



3  Who developed functionalist ideas in 1950s America?
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Summary





•  Functionalists argue that society cannot be understood as a series of isolated component parts.



•  Functionalists believe that human relationships are governed by rules that reflect the values of society and that those rules and values are then turned into sets of roles and norms.





[image: ]






An introduction to Marxism
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what Marxism is



•  explain what Marxist sociology is.
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What is Marxism?


Since his death in 1883, the ideas of Karl Marx have been interpreted and re-interpreted by generations of political theorists, economists and sociologists. They have inspired people to try to bring about social change and have been considered a dangerous threat to Western democracy. Marxism has a common origin in the ideas of Karl Marx, but it has developed in many different ways; it can be used to describe a political system, an approach to economic theory and, most significantly for our purposes, a sociological perspective. It has been described as a ‘conflict theory’ because it emphasises the differences that exist in society as opposed to ‘shared values’.
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Link


For more information on Marxism, see see pages 12–13.
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What is Marxist sociology?


Marxist theory begins with an important insight into the workings of society; human survival depends upon the individual’s ability to work with others in order to obtain enough food and make enough objects to satisfy their needs. Marxists describe the technology, materials and knowledge required to satisfy those needs as the forces of production. From a Marxist perspective, the whole of human civilisation is based on a series of historical developments in these forces of production: humanity evolved from simple bands of hunter gatherers, to become farmers, merchants and eventually industrialists (owners and managers of industries) because of developments in the forces of production. At each stage in this process different forms of social relationships developed: while some men owned the land, others worked on it; while some became rich as merchants, others worked in their warehouses or workshops; and when some men became industrialists, others became the workers in their factories and mines.
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KEY TERMS


False consciousness the mistaken belief that capitalist society is basically fair and opportunities are open to all (see ruling class ideology)


Forces of production the materials, technology and knowledge required to produce the goods that society needs


Infrastructure the forces of production and social relationships that form the basic foundation of society


Ruling class ideology the ideas and beliefs of the ruling class


Superstructure all the other aspects of society built upon the foundation of the infrastructure, e.g. government and political systems
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The forces of production and the social relationships dependent upon them then become what Marxists refer to as the infrastructure of society or, to put it another way, its foundations. Every other aspect of society, including the government and legal systems, the education system, beliefs and values are all part of what Marxists call the superstructure of society. When there are changes in the means of production, for example due to a revolution in industry, this also produces changes in government and legal systems. At the heart of this process Marx saw a contradiction; he believed that all societies were basically unstable and that all of them would eventually fail. They were unstable because they depended upon one group in society, those with power and wealth, exploiting those who were powerless and poor. The aristocracy who owned the land in the Middle Ages exploited the labour of the landless poor. In the nineteenth century, the capitalist factory owners exploited the labour of the working class.


Marx saw history as a series of epochs, or time periods, with each major change in history being brought about by new forces of production. Capitalism changed both the way in which people worked (in factories for wages) and the relationships between workers and employers. (In the factories, employers seldom knew many of their workers by name and took little interest in their living and working conditions.) A fundamental change in the forces of production and social relationships introduced the modern world, but Marx also predicted that this world would eventually fail because of the same inbuilt contradiction; the rich continue to exploit the labour of the poor. His vision was that this contradiction would only be resolved by a revolution which would produce a fairer and more just society, with collective rather than individual ownership of the means of production – a communist or socialist society working for the benefit of all and not just the privileged few.


Marxist sociology focuses on analysing and understanding the relationships that exist between the different groups in society. Marxists believe that ruling class ideology (the widely circulated ideas and beliefs of powerful elite groups in society) prevents many ordinary working people from really understanding the nature of society. These ideas create what Marxists call false consciousness (the mistaken belief that capitalist society is basically fair and that real opportunities are available to all).
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Activities





1  Make a list of three important Marxist ideas and then arrange them in order of importance. Compare your list with others produced by members of your class. Look for similarities and differences, and then try to explain and justify your choices.



2  Marx and Weber never met, but Weber was inspired by some of Marx’s ideas, even though he did not agree with all of them. Write a letter beginning ‘Dear Karl’, outlining some of your key disagreements with Marx. Write a reply beginning ‘Dear Max’, explaining why you are right and he is mistaken (you can then try this exercise in reverse).
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Extension


Did Russia under the leadership of Joseph Stalin become the ideal communist world that Marx hoped for? Do some research and write a paragraph to summarise your conclusions.
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Check your knowledge





1  Is Marxism a ‘conflict’ or a ‘consensus’ theory?



2  What are the ‘forces of production’?



3  What do Marxists mean when they talk about ‘ruling class ideology’?
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Summary





•  Marxists describe the technology, materials and knowledge required to satisfy basic needs as the forces of production, and believe that human civilisation is based on a series of historical developments in these forces of production.



•  Marxist sociology focuses on analysing and understanding the relationships that exist between the different groups in society.
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An introduction to interactionism
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what interactionism is.
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What is interactionism?


Interactionism is different to functionalism and Marxism because it focuses not on the big picture, how the ‘social system’ shapes human behaviour, but rather on small-scale human actions. Think back to your first day at secondary school or college. How did you feel about this event? Did you understand what you had to do or was everything confusing and seemingly designed to make you feel anxious and inadequate? After time passed, how did your feelings about school or college change? From an interactionist perspective, all social actions are meaningful to the individuals involved. However, simply because they occupy the same location in time does not mean that different individuals attach the same meaning to the events that they experience. Neither are meanings fixed and unchanging; the insecure new student can and most probably will become the confident and experienced senior. Talk to some of your fellow sociology students about recent classes that you have all attended, compare notes on your experiences and look for different interpretations of events that you witnessed.


Interactionists believe that how individuals react to certain situations, like a new student entering a school or college for the first time, will depend at least in part on their self-concept. The idea of the self is a picture that we carry around inside us of the person we think we are and it develops as a result of our interactions with others. This idea is closely linked to interactionist ideas about the process of labelling. Returning again to the idea of the new student, what happens if he or she compensates for feelings of inadequacy by becoming aggressive and uncooperative? The label of ‘problem student’ can soon be applied by teachers and fellow students. This label can then become a master status. The student’s sense of self centres upon their idea that they are badly behaved – it is what they expect to be and what others expect of them. A self-fulfilling prophecy can develop; our student becomes what they think they should be at least in part as a consequence of the label that has been applied to them by others.
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KEY TERMS


Labelling a label as applied to an individual influences both their behaviour and the way that others respond to them


Master status when an individual accepts a particular label that has been applied to them by members of the wider society, that label becomes a master status that influences both the behaviour of the individual and the reaction of others


Negotiation the process by which an individual changes the reactions of others or shapes their own role


Self-concept the idea an individual has of the kind of person that they think they are


Self-fulfilling prophecy when an individual accepts the label that has been given to them by others and acts accordingly
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However, it is by no means inevitable that our new student will go down this particular path and accept the label of ‘problem student’. Interactionist sociologists believe that people have ‘free will’ and that they are not forced to behave according to social norms, they choose to do so or choose not to do so. Interactionists believe that a process of negotiation occurs. The badly behaved student does not have to follow some pre-set route and they may successfully change the view that others have of them. This idea of negotiation can be applied in other circumstances. For example, functionalists see roles as defined by the social system – the system expects certain behaviours from students and teachers and those expectations reflect the norms and values of society. Interactionists, on the other hand, do not see this in such clear-cut terms. From their perspective, roles are often not at all clearly defined and individuals can negotiate and re-negotiate how those roles will be performed; the teacher as lecturer or mentor, the student as pupil or colleague.


Some sociologists are critical of interactionist ideas. For example, it can be argued that by focusing on the detail of small-scale human interactions the significance of the ‘bigger picture’ can be ignored. Schools and colleges, to follow our example, do not exist in a historical vacuum. As many teachers and students will probably be well aware, government policies towards education are constantly changing and these policies can have a very significant impact upon the individuals involved. Government policies, in turn, reflect changing social and economic circumstances. The forces that drive historical change have not disappeared and should not be forgotten.
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Activities





1  Try an experiment: when someone that you know well asks a simple question, ask them for clarification. For example, if they ask how you are, then ask them to be more specific. Be prepared for them to become a little annoyed with you and, when they do, explain that it is an experiment to underline the importance of the shared cultural assumptions upon which human interactions are based.



2  Write a paragraph to defend interactionism from the criticism that it ignores the ‘bigger picture’, for example, by failing to appreciate the importance of socio-economic class.
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Extension


Research the life and work of George Herbert Mead (1863–1931).
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Check your knowledge





1  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘labelling’?



2  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘master status’?



3  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’?
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Summary





•  Interactionism focuses on small-scale human actions.



•  From an interactionist perspective, all social actions are meaningful to the individuals involved. However, simply because they occupy the same location in time does not mean that different individuals attach the same meaning to the events that they experience.
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An introduction to feminism
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what feminism is.
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What is feminism?


Feminists occupy some of the same ground as Marxists and their approach can also be described as a ‘conflict theory’ in the sense that they see a divided society and believe that one group in society exploits the other. However, for feminists, the most important issue is not the division between capitalists and workers but the division between men and women. Feminists believe that society is essentially patriarchal, in other words it is dominated by men. From a feminist perspective, men get the greatest benefit from family life, while women have to have the children and provide most of the childcare and domestic labour (even if they also go out to work). Despite laws that should guarantee women equal pay and protection against sex discrimination in employment, men still tend to earn more money and hold more high status positions. In political situations, men are still more likely to occupy the most important roles; Britain has only managed to select two female prime ministers and women did not gain the right to vote on the same basis as men (at the age of 21) until 1928, while equal pay and sex discrimination laws were not introduced until the 1970s. That may seem like a long time ago but in historical terms it is still within living memory.
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KEY TERMS


Equal pay and sex discrimination laws laws introduced in Britain in the 1970s to stop gender-based discrimination (now incorporated into the Equality Act 2010)


Life history research a type of qualitative research that uses life experiences to provide insights into the workings of society


Minority ethnic group a social group with a different ethnic identity from the majority population


Patriarchy male domination of society and its institutions


Polygamy the accepted practice in some societies of having more than one spouse at the same time
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Feminists do not agree about the historical origins of gender inequality. Some argue that women have always been second-class members of male dominated societies, while some reject this view and emphasise the importance of social and cultural differences, for example differences in marriage such as societies that use polygamy in order to exploit the labour of women. Others explain the status of women by looking at more recent historical events such as nineteenth-century social reforms that gradually banned child labour and reduced employment opportunities for women.


Some feminists hold very radical views on how to bring about an end to the exploitation of women, while others are more moderate (sometimes referred to as liberal feminists). Those who occupy the more moderate position argue that it is important to recognise that not all women are disadvantaged at work and that increasing numbers of women in Europe and America are now occupying senior positions in business, the law, politics and even the military. They also do not believe that all husbands exploit their wives. In the past, the idea that the husband should be the one to put their career on hold in order to provide childcare would have seemed ridiculous, whereas in Britain today it is increasingly an option that many couples will consider. However, it is important to recognise that the status position of women in most of Europe and America is not necessarily the same in other cultures. Even among some minority ethnic groups in Britain women still are not treated as equal to men. Religion has often been used as a mechanism to justify the oppression, or domination, of women and in some cultures belief systems are still used to deny women access to education and to constrain their freedom to follow a career, even to deny them the opportunity to drive a car or to move about freely outside their home. In many cultures, male violence including the threat of sexual assault is still used to control women and limit their lives.


There is also truth in the idea that sociology has in the past neglected the contribution of women to society. Until the 1970s, senior sociologists were mostly men and much of their research was focused on the lives of other men. Women, if they were considered at all, were seen primarily as wives and mothers. Since the 1970s, this situation has changed with women now occupying prominent academic positions and pioneering not only new areas of research (for example, the study of women and crime) but also developing qualitative methods such as life history research. It would also be wrong to assume that feminism is an exclusive sociological perspective; there are feminists who would also describe themselves as Marxists and they argue that the exploitation of women’s unpaid domestic work and the under-payment of women in employment is a feature of capitalism. Capitalist employers benefit from the creation of a new generation of workers, from the unpaid domestic support provided for their male workers and from the exploitation of female labour in the workforce.
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Activities





1  Some feminists argue that the family is the main institution of patriarchy. Can you explain why they might think this?



2  Visit the website of the Fawcett Society (http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/) and do some research. Create a poster to illustrate some of the key points that you discover.
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Extension


Research the life and work of Harriet Martineau (1802–76), who has been described as the first female sociologist.
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Check your knowledge





1  What do feminists mean when they use the term ‘patriarchy’?



2  When did women gain the right to vote?



3  When were equal pay and sex discrimination laws first introduced?
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Summary





•  For feminists, the most important issue is the division in society between men and women.



•  Feminists believe that society is essentially patriarchal, in other words it is dominated by men.



•  Sociology has in the past neglected the contribution of women to society, but this situation has now changed.
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An introduction to New Right ideas
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain New Right ideas



•  describe the culture of poverty



•  explain the underclass.
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New Right ideas about society


New Right ideas are often associated with the governments of Margaret Thatcher (1925–2013) in Britain and Ronald Reagan (1911–2004) in the USA during the 1980s. However, the term can also be loosely used to describe more recent neo-liberal and neo-conservative approaches to society. We can identify a number of key ideas associated with this way of looking at society:





•  An emphasis on the individual rather than the group.



•  A strong support for free enterprise (market capitalism).



•  An emphasis on competition and choice as a way of driving up standards in public services such as health care and education.



•  Support for a distinctive cultural identity based on the nation state.



•  A distrust of ‘experts’ and the ‘establishment’.



•  Reduced state provision of welfare benefits.







[image: ]


KEY TERMS


Anthropology the scientific study of the origins and development of human society


Culture of dependency the idea that social welfare systems encourage people to stay on benefits rather than support themselves through work


Culture of poverty an acceptance repeated across generations that if you are poor you will always be poor


Identity a sense of self (who you believe yourself to be)


Market capitalism an economic system that supports private business in a competitive market


Marketisation of education systems designed to encourage competition between schools in an attempt to raise standards


Neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism right-wing political perspectives that support market capitalism


Underclass a group of people at the very bottom of the social scale who are dependent on welfare benefits
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Among sociologists the New Right is associated with ideas including the culture of dependency, the culture of poverty, the underclass, the marketisation of education, traditional moral standards (for example, support for heterosexual as opposed to same-sex marriage), welfare reform and the importance of the family and traditional gender roles. We can look at two of these ideas in more detail as examples of this perspective.


The culture of poverty


The idea of a culture (or subculture) of poverty was first developed by the American anthropologist Oscar Lewis (1914–70) and was based on his research in South America. Lewis believed that the culture of poverty amounted to a ‘design for living’ which was passed from one generation to the next. In his research, Lewis recorded that the poor felt helpless to change the direction of their lives and instead focused only on the present. Marital relationships he claimed were often unstable with high levels of child abandonment and divorce. The poor he said were also unlikely to participate in the wider community, for example, by joining trade unions or political parties.


Critics of this theory deny the existence of such a culture and point to alternative research evidence that shows the existence of stable family lives among poor people in South America and relatively high levels of community participation (including political activity). Many sociologists argue that factors such as age, education, health and disability are far more important when it comes to explaining why some people in society continue to be poor.


The underclass


Charles Murray (1943–) developed the idea of the underclass and his theories have had some influence on government welfare policies both in America and Britain. Murray believes that the members of the underclass are not just poor people; they are also people who behave badly, are unwilling to take jobs that are available to them and are more likely to commit crimes. Murray argues that in the 1980s and 1990s increased numbers of illegitimate births (children born to unmarried parents) were one indication of a developing underclass in Britain. He does not support the idea that relationships between cohabiting parents can be as stable as those between married parents. His argument is that children from unstable (often lone parent) homes are more likely to become involved in antisocial behaviour and less likely to go on to lead productive and successful adult lives. Murray also pointed to a rising crime rate during the 1980s and 1990s as a second indication of a developing underclass; he believes that crime damages community life as people become suspicious of their neighbours and close their doors on the outside world. Finally, Murray believes that a third indication is the way in which young people see welfare benefits as an entitlement and a valid alternative to employment, even when jobs are available. Murray connects the rise of an underclass to welfare systems that he believes remove individual responsibility and encourage irresponsible and antisocial behaviour. He does not argue for drastic cuts in benefits, but rather suggests returning power and responsibility for welfare policies to local communities. Murray also argues for a return to more traditional values, for example, encouraging marriage and discouraging lone parenthood.


Murray’s ideas have been criticised as based on sweeping generalisations, inadequate research and a misunderstanding of the often very conventional attitudes of those who claim benefits or who become lone parents. For example, sociological research has shown the children of lone parents do not inevitably become lone parents themselves, and that the majority of those who claim benefits do not wish to do so and will seek employment at the earliest opportunity.
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Activities





1  Compare the ideas of Oscar Lewis and Charles Murray. Draw up a simple table to illustrate the similarities and differences that you discover.



2  Write a short speech to explain why you believe (or do not believe) that competition and choice can be used to improve standards in health care. You will need to do some research to help with this activity. Try to support a well-structured argument with evidence and attempt to reach clear conclusions.
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Extension


Find a copy of the book The Children of Sanchez (1961) by Oscar Lewis. Write a short review of the book and discuss your findings with the other members of your sociology class.
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Check your knowledge





1  From memory, list the key ideas associated with the New Right. (Check your answer against the list provided.)



2  Who first developed the idea of a culture of poverty?



3  From memory, list the three factors that Charles Murray claimed to be evidence of a developing British underclass. (Check your answer against the information provided.)
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Summary





•  The term ‘New Right’ can be loosely used to describe politically right of centre, neo-liberal and neo-conservative approaches to society.



•  Among sociologists the New Right is associated with ideas, including the culture of dependency, the culture of poverty, the underclass and the marketisation of education.
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Social processes
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what a social process is.
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Social processes


Sociologists use the term ‘social process’ to describe the various ways in which human beings are affected by their interactions with others. For example, a human baby is not well-equipped to enter the world; it depends on its parents to feed and care for it and to teach it how to communicate with others and become part of human society. That may seem an obvious statement to make, but at its heart is an important difference between instinctive behaviour and learned behaviour, or the nature versus nurture debate. Humans have reflexes and needs – simple physical reactions that require no thought or understanding – but these are not the same as instincts. Many animals, on the other hand, will display quite complicated patterns of behaviour, such as mating rituals, without being taught to do so. Human babies have to learn how to behave through the process of primary socialisation; they respond to the approval or disapproval of their parents and learn by copying. This process equips the growing child with the basics of language and an understanding of how to behave in human society. As the child grows into adulthood, it is exposed to a variety of other influences, including the school, the mass media and the peer group. Sociologists refer to these experiences as the process of secondary socialisation.
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KEY TERMS


Feral child a child who has had no human contact and is often thought to have been raised by animals


Mass media any form of communication media that can reach a large audience, e.g. newspapers, television or various forms of social media


Nature versus nurture a debate about how far human behaviour is a result of life experiences (socialisation) as opposed to biology


Peer group a group of people of similar age and status


Primary socialisation the process of social learning that takes place within the family during a child’s early years


Sanction negative sanctions are any form of penalty for unacceptable actions of an individual or group, while positive sanctions (or rewards) are applied for good behaviour


Secondary socialisation a process of social learning that takes place outside the family, e.g. school, employment and mass media


Social control the process by which the members of a society are persuaded to conform to the rules of that society, e.g. the actions of the police who enforce the law (formal) and the disapproval of the other members of society (informal)
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If the process of primary socialisation fails, the baby may survive and develop if its basic needs are met, but it will not be able to function well in human society. There are a number of examples of so-called feral children in history and literature, together with more recent cases of abused children who, for a variety of reasons, have not experienced an appropriate process of primary socialisation. Romulus and Remus, the mythical founders of Ancient Rome, were said to have been abandoned by their mother and raised by a she-wolf. A more recent and only too real case from the 1990s involved a Ukrainian girl (Oxana Malaya) who was neglected by her alcoholic parents and found care and support from a pack of dogs who apparently ‘adopted’ her as a young child. When the local authorities discovered this situation, Oxana was sleeping on the floor, barked at social workers and generally behaved like a dog. She was successfully taught how to behave and communicate as a human being, but her intellectual development has been damaged by her experiences as an abused child.


Another example of a social process is social control. All cultures have rules that distinguish between what is and is not acceptable behaviour. Sociologists call these rules norms. For example, there are norms about how we dress and how we eat. These norms are enforced through the use of positive and negative sanctions; informally, we reinforce behaviour that we approve of by our acceptance of it or by outward expressions of approval. In a similar way, we seek to extinguish behaviour we do not approve of by expressing our dislike for it. Certain norms are so important to the social order that they become formal laws. In these circumstances, individuals who refuse to conform can face more serious sanctions including exclusion from the wider society through the use of prison sentences. In the past and in other cultures, death is the ultimate sanction.


Society’s norms reflect the values of a particular culture; a value is a commonly held belief that something is important. In Europe and America, democratic government, the rights of the individual, free speech and tolerance have often been given as examples of important values. Traditionally, religion has played an important part in the process of social control. From a functionalist perspective, the role of religion has often been seen in a positive light, providing guidance on acceptable standards of behaviour and a moral framework for society. In contrast, from a Marxist perspective, religion has been viewed as another way in which ruling elites have sought to justify their power and privilege – a promise of heaven for the obedient as a distraction from earthly suffering or, as Marx put it, ‘the opium of the people’.
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Activities





1  Write a short paragraph explaining the process of socialisation to someone who is not a member of your sociology class.



2  Make a list of positive and negative sanctions that are used to control the behaviour of members of our society. Compare your list with others produced by members of your class. Look for similarities and differences.





[image: ]







[image: ]


Extension


Research the story of Kaspar Hauser (1812–33). What are your conclusions? Was he simply trying to trick people into helping him?
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Check your knowledge





1  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘primary socialisation’?



2  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘secondary socialisation’?



3  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘social control’?
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Summary





•  Human babies have to learn how to behave through the process of primary socialisation.



•  This process equips the growing child with the basics of language and an understanding of how to behave in human society.



•  Another example of a social process is social control.
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Social issues
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what a social issue is.
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Social issues


When large groups of people debate and search for solutions to common concerns those concerns become social issues. Sociologists have always been engaged by social issues; they have proposed both explanations for the problems faced by society and joined the search for possible solutions. They ask fundamental questions that seek to define the issue, measure extent and identify causes.


Poverty as a social issue


In defining poverty, sociologists begin by drawing a distinction between absolute and relative poverty. To experience absolute poverty is to face the prospect of death because you are denied the basic necessities of life. Relative poverty is the idea that you are poor if you lack the resources and opportunities that are enjoyed by the majority of people in your society. To argue that someone is not poor because they fail to meet a particular statistical measure when they cannot afford to adequately heat their home, feed their children a balanced diet or enjoy some of the simple pleasures of life, is to ignore the importance of relative poverty. When measuring the extent of poverty, official definitions rely upon statistical measures of household income, for example, households whose income falls below 60 per cent of the median. However, this approach does not reveal anything about the ability of families to enjoy an acceptable standard of living if their income is above the 60 per cent measure. That being said, even by using just this limited statistical measure we still find that, in 2014, 3.9 million people were living in persistent poverty in the UK. As to the causes of poverty, some sociologists look to government economic and social policies, while others, notably those who see society from a Marxist perspective, see poverty as an inevitable feature of capitalist economies with inbuilt social inequalities.
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KEY TERMS


Absolute poverty this exists when an individual cannot pay for the basic essentials of life, e.g. food, clothing and shelter


Crime rate a measure of the level of criminal activity in society based on crimes recorded by the police


Media amplification media reporting that exaggerates the significance of an event


Median is a measure of central tendency. If there are an odd number of recorded values, the median is the middle value. If there is an even number, it is the average of the two middle values


Moral panic public concern created by media coverage of an event


Relative poverty this exists when an individual lacks the resources to participate in activities that are widely available to the majority of people in the society in which they live
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Crime as a social issue


Fear of crime is a persistent social issue and official statistics that show a falling trend in the crime rate rarely satisfy public concerns. For example, sociological research has shown that the elderly, who when surveyed say that they feel most at risk of street crime, are actually the least likely to become victims of such crimes. Before rushing to the assumption that this ‘proves’ that a fear of crime is irrational, we should remember that the elderly are less likely to place themselves in danger; they tend not to go out at night or be in situations where they might become the victims of such crimes. On the other hand, young men are far more likely to be in high risk situations and, consequently, far more likely to be victims. Yet, when asked by researchers, they are far less likely to say that they are afraid of street crime.


Our perception of crime is affected by a number of factors, including what happens in our local community and the way in which various forms of mass media sensationalise particular crimes. Sociologists understand that widespread media coverage of particular crimes (media amplification) can create a moral panic which, in turn, leads the authorities to take action, for example, a police ‘crack down’ on crime in a particular geographical area or more resources to tackle a certain type of crime. Sociologists ask questions about the true extent of crime and the real nature of our risk of becoming the victim of particular types of crime. For example, in 2015, some reports concentrated on a 14 per cent increase in the number of murders and killings in England and Wales. This amounted to a total of 574 murders and killings, 71 more than the previous year. To put that in context, 4.3 million criminal offences were recorded by the police in the same period.
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Activities





1  Visit the website of the Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) (http://www.cpag.org.uk/) and do some research. Create a poster or PowerPoint presentation to illustrate some of the key points that you discover, both about the work of the CPAG and the extent of child poverty in Britain today.



2  Design a simple survey to ask the members of your sociology class about the social issues that they think are important. Compare your results and create a list of the top five issues identified by your class.
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Extension


Research the life and work of the sociologist Stanley Cohen (1942–2013).
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Check your knowledge





1  What makes something a social issue?



2  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘relative poverty’?



3  What do sociologists mean when they use the term ‘media amplification’?
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Summary





•  When large groups of people debate and search for solutions to common concerns, those concerns become social issues.



•  Sociologists have always been engaged by social issues; they have both proposed explanations for the problems faced by society and joined the search for possible solutions.





[image: ]






Conflict and consensus
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  outline debates in sociology



•  explain conflict perspectives



•  explain consensus perspectives.





[image: ]







[image: ]




Sociological debates


You are already aware from reading the first few pages in this book that sociologists have a number of different perspectives on society. Over the next few pages, we will look at a number of sociological debates that have taken place about how best to understand society. Sociology began largely as an attempt to understand change, in particular the sweeping changes that were happening in nineteenth-century society as industrial capitalism and the growth of cities (urbanisation) transformed how people lived their lives. Two different approaches to understanding this process have been taken by Marxists and functionalists.
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KEY TERMS


Materialism belief in the value of possessions and physical comfort


New social movements an informally organised group (often very large and sometimes global in reach) who support a particular cause or promote certain interests, e.g. women’s rights or environmentalism


Progress belief in the continual improvement of society


Sociological debate discussions between sociologists about how to best understand the nature of society


Unit of consumption the family unit consumes the products of industrial society by purchasing goods and services
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Conflict perspectives


Marxists believe that different groups within society have very different interests. From a Marxist perspective, conflict is a common and persistent feature of societies throughout history. Marx saw capitalism as an economic system that exploited the labour of workers and oppressed them. Further change (the next epoch in history) would occur when the conflicts and contradictions at the heart of capitalism caused it to disintegrate, leading to the emergence of a fairer and more equal society. Marxism is associated with the idea of revolutionary change; a revolution is a mass social movement that creates a major process of reform. Given that those in positions of power are unlikely to give up their power voluntarily, political revolutions usually involve violence and the outcomes can be dangerously unpredictable. Marxism is not the only conflict perspective. For example, feminism also emphasises the conflicting interests of different groups in society such as between men and women.
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Link


Refer to the sections on functionalism and Marxism on see pages 10–13 and 16–19 for more details.
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Consensus perspectives


Durkheim in the nineteenth century and Parsons in the first half of the twentieth century developed functionalist ideas about society as a system. (Society from this point of view can be compared to a machine or the human body.) From their perspective, all the various parts of society were interrelated and human behaviour was governed by rules. Those rules were based on shared values and social life was only possible when order was maintained. Functionalism as a theory did not pretend that society was free from conflict, but conflict was seen as a temporary passing phase. The important common interests of the members of society would ensure that order was restored and society survived. In other words, a value consensus (agreement) existed. In the 1950s, Parsons believed that the members of American society shared common values that helped to maintain the capitalist economic system. For example, many people in America at that time were experiencing greater material prosperity and wanted to achieve an ever-improving standard of living (more consumer goods, more comfortable homes). The education system and the family helped to underpin that shared value of materialism. The family had become a unit of consumption (buying the cars, washing machines and televisions produced by industry) while the education system produced the workforce required to maintain ever-increasing productivity.


Alternative points of view


Both functionalism and Marxism are ‘grand theories’ (see page 16) about how society works. Both have their roots in nineteenth-century society and both have at their heart ideas about progress. From a functionalist perspective, society works for the benefit of all by ensuring future stability, peace and prosperity. Functionalism emphasises continuity rather than change, but it still embraces the idea of social progress as societies move from simple to more complex structures. From a Marxist perspective, progress comes about as the result of revolutionary change that ultimately produces a fairer and more equal society free from exploitation and oppression. However, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century ideas about ‘progress’ have been challenged by some social theorists who see change as arbitrary, accidental and unpredictable. For example, British society has experienced political changes and new social movements that emphasise a return to more ‘traditional’ values. These include a return to selective secondary education (grammar schools), ‘Brexit’ (leaving the European Union) and an environmental movement that emphasises the need to protect the Earth and conserve its natural resources.
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Activities





1  Do you believe that a value consensus exists in British society? If so, what are those values? Organise a class debate with arguments for and against.



2  Write a paragraph to explain what functionalist sociologists meant when they described the family as a unit of consumption.
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Extension


Watch Michael Moore’s documentary ‘Roger & Me’ (1989). Extracts are available online.
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Check your knowledge





1  Why is feminism described as a conflict perspective?



2  What do sociologists mean when they talk about ‘a value consensus’?



3  What do sociologists mean when they talk about ‘materialism’?
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Summary





•  Marxism and feminism are conflict perspectives; they see different groups in society with conflicting interests.



•  Functionalists see a value consensus; conflict is only a passing phase.



•  Marxism and functionalism both share ideas about progress, an idea that has been challenged by some social theorists.
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Quality and quantity
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Key learning


You will be able to:





•  explain what qualitative research is



•  explain what quantitative research is.
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Qualitative research


Qualitative researchers collect information from their immediate experience of society – what they can see happening before them and what people tell them about their lives. They may also use documentary sources, letters and diaries, but the principle remains the same. They are concerned with recording directly lived experiences of the social world.


Qualitative researchers tend to use the following methods:





•  Observation: usually involving an extended period of contact with a particular group of people. This research method is particularly useful when trying to understand an aspect of everyday life, for example, case studies of the experience of school or work.



•  Interviews: for the qualitative researcher, these are usually unstructured interviews (conversations with a purpose), for example, to understand an individual’s understanding of their experiences at school or in the workplace.



•  Documentary sources: these may include diaries and letters which can be used to add detail and to clarify questions that might arise from observation or interviews. They can also be used as a primary source of information.



•  Recordings: visual and sound recordings can be used to provide the researcher with a detailed record of their observations and interviews. They can also be used as a primary source of information.
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KEY TERMS


Case study a detailed examination of a single example providing qualitative in-depth data


Interview a research method where questions are asked using either a formal approach (a structured interview) or an informal approach (an unstructured interview)
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