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y curiosity had gotten the better of me. 
When the sociology convention finished, 
I climbed aboard the first city bus that came 
along. I didn’t know where the bus was going, and I 

didn’t know where I would spend the night.
“Maybe I overdid it this time,” I thought, as the bus began

winding down streets I had never seen before. Actually, this was my
first visit to Washington,
D.C., so everything was unfa-
miliar to me. I had no desti-
nation, no plans, not even a
map. I carried no billfold, just
a driver’s license shoved into
my jeans for emergency iden-
tification, some pocket change, and a $10 bill tucked into my sock.
My goal was simple: If I saw something interesting, I would get off
the bus and check it out.

“Nothing but the usual things,” I mused, as we passed row af-
ter row of apartment buildings and stores. I could see myself riding
buses the entire night. Then something caught my eye. Nothing
spectacular—just groups of people clustered around a large circular
area where several streets intersected.

I climbed off the bus and made my way to what turned out to
be Dupont Circle. I took a seat on a sidewalk bench and began to
observe what was going on around me. As the scene came into fo-
cus, I noticed several streetcorner men drinking and joking with
one another. One of the men broke from his companions and sat
down next to me. As we talked, I mostly listened.

As night fell, the men said that they wanted to get another bot-
tle of wine. I contributed. They counted their money and asked if I
wanted to go with them.

Although I felt my stomach churning—a combination of hesi-
tation and fear—I heard a confident “Sure!” come out of my
mouth. As we left the circle, the three men began to cut through an
alley. “Oh, no,” I thought. “This isn’t what I had in mind.”

I had but a split second to make a decision. I found myself
continuing to walk with the men, but holding back half a step so
that none of the three was behind me. As we walked, they passed
around the remnants of their bottle. When my turn came, I didn’t
know what to do. I shuddered to think about the diseases lurking
within that bottle. I made another quick decision. In the semidark-
ness I faked it, letting only my thumb and forefinger touch my lips
and nothing enter my mouth.

M
Suddenly one of the men

jumped up, smashed the

empty bottle against the

sidewalk, and . . .
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When we returned to Dupont Circle, we sat on the
benches, and the men passed around their new bottle of
Thunderbird. I couldn’t fake it in the light, so I passed, pointing
at my stomach to indicate that I was having digestive problems.

Suddenly one of the men jumped up, smashed the emp-
tied bottle against the sidewalk, and thrust the jagged neck
outward in a menacing gesture. He glared straight ahead at
another bench, where he had spotted someone with whom he
had some sort of unfinished business. As the other men told
him to cool it, I moved slightly to one side of the group—
ready to flee, just in case.

Levels of Sociological
Analysis

On this sociological adventure, I almost got in over my
head. Fortunately, it turned out all right. The man’s “en-
emy” didn’t look our way, the man put the broken bottle
next to the bench “just in case he needed it,” and my in-
triguing introduction to a life that up until then I had only
read about continued until dawn.

Sociologists Elliot Liebow (1967/1999), Mitchell
Duneier (1999), and Elijah Anderson (1978, 1990, 2006)
have written fascinating accounts about men like my com-
panions from that evening. Although streetcorner men
may appear to be disorganized—simply coming and go-
ing as they please and doing whatever feels good at the mo-
ment—sociologists have analyzed how, like us, these men
are influenced by the norms and beliefs of our society. This
will become more apparent as we examine the two levels
of analysis that sociologists use.

Macrosociology and Microsociology
The first level, macrosociology, focuses on broad fea-
tures of society. Conflict theorists and functionalists use
this approach to analyze such things as social class and
how groups are related to one another. If they were to
analyze streetcorner men, for example, they would stress
that these men are located at the bottom of the U.S. so-
cial class system. Their low status means that many op-
portunities are closed to them: The men have few job
skills, little education, hardly anything to offer an em-
ployer. As “able-bodied” men, however, they are not el-
igible for welfare—even for a two-year limit—so they
hustle to survive. As a consequence, they spend their
lives on the streets.

In the second level, microsociology, the focus is on
social interaction, what people do when they come to-
gether. Sociologists who use this approach are likely to an-
alyze the men’s rules or “codes” for getting along; their
survival strategies (“hustles”); how they divide up money,
wine, or whatever other resources they have; their relation-
ships with girlfriends, family, and friends; where they
spend their time and what they do there; their language;
their pecking order; and so on. Microsociology is the pri-
mary focus of symbolic interactionists.

Because each approach has a different focus, macroso-
ciology and microsociology yield distinctive perspectives,
and both are needed to gain a fuller understanding of so-
cial life. We cannot adequately understand streetcorner
men, for example, without using macrosociology. It is es-
sential that we place the men within the broad context of
how groups in U.S. society are related to one another—
for, as is true for ourselves, the social class of these men
helps to shape their attitudes and behavior. Nor can we ad-
equately understand these men without microsociology, for
their everyday situations also form a significant part of
their lives—as they do for all of us.

Let’s look in more detail at how these two approaches
in sociology work together to help us understand social life.

The Macrosociological
Perspective: Social
Structure

Why did the street people in our opening vignette act as
they did, staying up all night drinking wine, prepared to
use a lethal weapon? Why don’t we act like this? Social
structure helps us answer such questions.

The Sociological Significance 
of Social Structure
To better understand human behavior, we need to under-
stand social structure, the framework of society that was al-
ready laid out before you were born. Social structure refers
to the typical patterns of a group, such as its usual rela-
tionships between men and women or students and teach-
ers. The sociological significance of social structure is that it
guides our behavior.

Because this term may seem vague, let’s consider how
you experience social structure in your own life. As I write
this, I do not know your race–ethnicity. I do not know
your religion. I do not know whether you are young or old,
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Sociologists use both macro and micro levels of analysis to study social
life.Those who use macrosociology to analyze the homeless—or any
human behavior—focus on broad aspects of society, such as the
economy and social classes. Sociologists who use the microsociological
approach analyze how people interact with one another.This photo
illustrates social structure—the disparities between power and
powerlessness.

tall or short, male or female. I do not know whether you
were reared on a farm, in the suburbs, or in the inner city.
I do not know whether you went to a public high school
or to an exclusive prep school. But I do know that you are
in college. And this, alone, tells me a great deal about you.

From this one piece of information, I can assume that
the social structure of your college is now shaping what
you do. For example, let’s suppose that today you felt eu-
phoric over some great news. I can be fairly certain (not
absolutely, mind you, but relatively confident) that when
you entered the classroom, social structure overrode your
mood. That is, instead of shouting at the top of your
lungs and joyously throwing this book into the air, you
entered the classroom in a fairly subdued manner and
took your seat.

The same social structure influences your instructor, even
if he or she, on the one hand, is facing a divorce or has a
child dying of cancer or, on the other, has just been awarded
a promotion or a million-dollar grant. Your instructor may

feel like either retreating into seclusion or celebrating wildly,
but most likely he or she will conduct class in the usual
manner. In short, social structure tends to override personal
feelings and desires.

Just as social structure influences you and your instruc-
tor, so it also establishes limits for street people. They, too,
find themselves in a specific location in the U.S. social
structure—although it is quite different from yours or your
instructor’s. Consequently, they are affected in different
ways. Nothing about their social location leads them to
take notes or to lecture. Their behaviors, however, are as
logical an outcome of where they find themselves in the
social structure as are your own. In their position in the
social structure, it is just as “natural” to drink wine all night
as it is for you to stay up studying all night for a crucial
examination. It is just as “natural” for you to nod and say,
“Excuse me,” when you enter a crowded classroom late
and have to claim a desk on which someone has already
placed books as it is for them to break off the neck of a
wine bottle and glare at an enemy. To better understand
social structure, read the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on
football on the next page.

In short, people learn their behaviors and attitudes be-
cause of their location in the social structure (whether they
be privileged, deprived, or in between), and they act ac-
cordingly. This is as true of street people as it is of us. The
differences in behavior and attitudes are due not to biology
(race, sex, or any other supposed genetic factors), but to peo-
ple’s location in the social structure. Switch places with street
people and watch your behaviors and attitudes change!

Because social structure so crucially affects who we are
and what we are like, let’s look more closely at its major
components: culture, social class, social status, roles,
groups, social institutions, and societies.

Culture
In Chapter 2, we considered culture’s far-reaching effects on
our lives. At this point, let’s simply summarize its main im-
pact. Sociologists use the term culture to refer to a group’s 
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language, beliefs, values, behaviors, and even gestures.
Culture also includes the material objects that a group uses.
Culture is the broadest framework that determines what kind
of people we become. If we are reared in Chinese, Arab, or
U.S. culture, we will grow up to be like most Chinese, Arabs,
or Americans. On the outside, we will look and act like them;
and on the inside, we will think and feel like them.

Social Class
To understand people, we must examine the social loca-
tions that they hold in life. Especially significant is social
class, which is based on income, education, and occupa-
tional prestige. Large numbers of people who have simi-
lar amounts of income and education and who work at
jobs that are roughly comparable in prestige make up a

College Football as
Social Structure

To gain a better idea of what social structure is,
think of college football (see Dobriner 1969a).
You probably know the various positions on the

team: center, guards, tackles, ends, quarterback, running
backs, and the like. Each is a status; that is, each is a 
social position. For each of the statuses shown on
Figure 4.1, there is a role; that is, each of these positions
has certain expectations attached to it.The center is ex-
pected to snap the ball, the quarterback to pass it, the
guards to block, the tackles to tackle or block, the ends
to receive passes, and so on.Those role expectations
guide each player’s actions; that is, the players try to do
what their particular role requires.

Let’s suppose that football is your favorite sport and
you never miss a home game at your college. Let’s also
suppose that you graduate, get a great job, and move
across the country. Five years later, you return to your
campus for a nostalgic visit.The climax of your visit is
the biggest football game of the season.When you get
to the game, you might be surprised to see a different
coach, but you are not surprised that each playing posi-
tion is occupied by people you don’t know, for all the
players you knew have graduated, and their places have
been filled by others.

This scenario mirrors social structure, the framework
around which a group exists. In football, that framework
consists of the coaching staff and the eleven playing po-
sitions.The game does not depend on any particular in-
dividual but, rather, on social statuses, the positions that
the individuals occupy.When someone leaves a position,
the game can go on because someone else takes over

that position or status and plays the role.The game will
continue even though not a single individual remains
from one period of time to the next. Notre Dame’s
football team endures today even though Knute
Rockne, the Gipper, and his teammates are long dead.

Even though you may not play football, you do live
your life within a clearly established social structure.The
statuses that you occupy and the roles you play were
already in place before you were born.You take your
particular positions in life, others do the same, and
society goes about its business.Although the specifics
change with time, the game—whether of life or of
football—goes on.

Down-to-Earth Sociology
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FIGURE 4.1 Team Positions 
(Statuses) in Football
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social class. It is hard to overemphasize this aspect of so-
cial structure, for our social class influences not only our
behaviors but even our ideas and attitudes. We have this
in common, then, with the street people described in the
opening vignette: We both are influenced by our location
in the social class structure. Theirs may be a considerably
less privileged position, but it has no less influence on their
lives. Social class is so significant that we shall spend an
entire chapter (Chapter 8) on this topic.

Social Status
When you hear the word status, you are likely to think of
prestige. These two words are welded together in people’s
minds. As you saw in the box on football, however, soci-
ologists use status in a different way—to refer to the
position that someone occupies. That position may carry
a great deal of prestige, as in the case of a judge or an as-
tronaut, or it may bring little prestige, as in the case of a
convenience store clerk or a waitress at the local truck stop.

The status may also be looked down on, as in the case of
a streetcorner man, an ex-convict, or a thief.

All of us occupy several positions at the same time. You
may simultaneously be a son or daughter, a worker, a date,
and a student. Sociologists use the term status set to re-
fer to all the statuses or positions that you occupy.
Obviously your status set changes as your particular sta-
tuses change. For example, if you graduate from college
and take a full-time job, get married, buy a home, have
children, and so on, your status set changes to include the
positions of worker, spouse, homeowner, and parent.

Like other aspects of social structure, statuses are part of
our basic framework of living in society. The example I gave
of students and teachers who come to class and do what oth-
ers expect of them despite their particular circumstances and
moods illustrates how statuses affect our actions—and those
of the people around us. Our statuses—whether daughter
or son, worker or date—serve as guides for our behavior.

Ascribed and Achieved Statuses An ascribed status is
involuntary. You do not ask for it, nor can you choose it.
At birth, you inherit ascribed statuses such as your
race–ethnicity, sex, and the social class of your parents, as
well as your statuses as female or male, daughter or son,
niece or nephew. Others, such as teenager and senior cit-
izen, are related to the life course discussed in Chapter 3
and are given to you later in life.

Achieved statuses, in contrast, are voluntary. These you
earn or accomplish. As a result of your efforts you become
a student, a friend, a spouse, a lawyer, or a member of the
clergy. Or, for lack of effort (or for efforts that others fail
to appreciate), you become a school dropout, a former
friend, an ex-spouse, a debarred lawyer, or a defrocked
member of the clergy. In other words, achieved statuses can
be either positive or negative; both college president and
bank robber are achieved statuses.

Each status provides guidelines for how we are to act and
feel. Like other aspects of social structure, statuses set limits
on what we can and cannot do. Because social statuses are
an essential part of the social structure, they are found in
all human groups.

Status Symbols People who are pleased with their social
status often want others to recognize their particular po-
sition. To elicit this recognition, they use status symbols,

Social class is one of the most significant factors in social life.
Fundamental to what we become, social class lays down our
orientations to life. Can you see how this photo illustrates this point?
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signs that identify a status. For example, people wear wed-
ding rings to announce their marital status; uniforms,
guns, and badges to proclaim that they are police officers
(and not so subtly to let you know that their status gives
them authority over you); and “backward” collars to de-
clare that they are Lutheran ministers or Roman Catholic
or Episcopal priests.

Some social statuses are negative and so, therefore,
are their status symbols. The scarlet letter in Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s book by the same title is one example.
Another is the CONVICTED DUI (Driving Under the
Influence) bumper sticker that some U.S. courts require
convicted drunk drivers to display if they wish to avoid a
jail sentence.

Status symbols are part of our lives. All of us use them
to announce our statuses to others and to help smooth our
interactions in everyday life. Can you identify your own
status symbols and what they communicate? For example,
how does your clothing announce your statuses of sex, age,
and college student?

Master Statuses A master status cuts across your other
statuses. Some master statuses are ascribed. An example is
your sex. Whatever you do, people perceive you as a male
or as a female. If you are working your way through col-
lege by flipping burgers, people see you not only as a
burger flipper and a student but also as a male or female
burger flipper and a male or female college student. Other
master statuses are race and age.

Some master statuses are achieved. If you become
very, very wealthy (and it doesn’t matter whether your
wealth comes from a successful invention or from winning
the lottery—it is still achieved as far as sociologists are con-
cerned), your wealth is likely to become a master status.
For example, people might say, “She is a very rich burger
flipper”—or, more likely, “She’s very rich, and she used to
flip burgers!”

Similarly, people who become disfigured find, to their
dismay, that their condition becomes a master status. For
example, a person whose face is scarred from severe
burns will be viewed through this unwelcome master sta-
tus regardless of occupation or accomplishments. In the
same way, people who are confined to wheelchairs can
attest to how their handicap overrides all their other sta-
tuses and influences others’ perceptions of everything
they do.

Although our statuses usually fit together fairly well,
some people have a contradiction or mismatch between
their statuses. This is known as status inconsistency (or
discrepancy). A 14-year-old college student is an exam-
ple. So is a 40-year-old married woman who is dating a
19-year-old college sophomore.

These examples reveal an essential aspect of social sta-
tuses: Like other components of social structure, they
come with built-in norms (that is, expectations) that guide
our behavior. When statuses mesh well, as they usually do,
we know what to expect of people. This helps social inter-
action to unfold smoothly. Status inconsistency, however,

Master statuses are those that
overshadow our other statuses.
Shown here is Stephen Hawking,
who is severely disabled by Lou
Gehrig’s disease. For many, his master
status is that of a person with
disabilities. Because Hawking is one
of the greatest physicists who has
ever lived, however, his outstanding
achievements have given him
another master status, that of world-
class physicist in the ranking of
Einstein.
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upsets our expectations. In the preceding examples,
how are you supposed to act? Are you supposed to treat
the 14-year-old as you would a young teenager or as you
would your college classmate? Do you react to the mar-
ried woman as you would to the mother of your friend or
as you would to a classmate’s date?

Roles
All the world’s a stage
And all the men and women merely players.
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts . . .
(William Shakespeare, As You Like It, Act II, Scene 7)

Like Shakespeare, sociologists see roles as essential to so-
cial life. When you were born, roles—the behaviors, ob-
ligations, and privileges attached to a status—were already
set up for you. Society was waiting with outstretched arms
to teach you how it expected you to act as a boy or a girl.
And whether you were born poor, rich, or somewhere in
between, that, too, attached certain behaviors, obligations,
and privileges to your statuses.

The difference between role and status is that you
occupy a status, but you play a role (Linton 1936). For ex-
ample, being a son or daughter is your status, but your ex-
pectations of receiving food and shelter from your
parents—as well as their expectations that you show re-
spect to them—are part of your role. Or, again, your sta-
tus is student, but your role is to attend class, take notes,
do homework, and take tests.

Roles are like a fence. They allow us a certain amount
of freedom, but for most of us that freedom doesn’t go very
far. Suppose that a woman decides that she is not going to
wear dresses—or a man that he will not wear suits and
ties—regardless of what anyone says. In most situations,
they’ll stick to their decision. When a formal occasion
comes along, however, such as a family wedding or a fu-
neral, they are likely to cave in to norms that they find
overwhelming. Almost all of us follow the guidelines for
what is “appropriate” for our roles. Few of us are bothered
by such constraints, for our socialization is so thorough
that we usually want to do what our roles indicate is
appropriate.

The sociological significance of roles is that they lay out
what is expected of people. As individuals throughout so-
ciety perform their roles, those roles mesh together to
form this thing called society. As Shakespeare put it, peo-
ple’s roles provide “their exits and their entrances” on the
stage of life. In short, roles are remarkably effective at
keeping people in line—telling them when they should

“enter” and when they should “exit,” as well as what to
do in between.

Groups
A group consists of people who regularly interact with one
another. Ordinarily, the members of a group share simi-
lar values, norms, and expectations. Just as social class, sta-
tuses, and roles influence our actions, so, too, the groups
to which we belong are powerful forces in our lives. In fact,
to belong to a group is to yield to others the right to make cer-
tain decisions about our behavior. If we belong to a group,
we assume an obligation to act according to the expecta-
tions of other members of that group.

In the next chapter, we will examine groups in detail,
but for now let’s look at the next component of social
structure, social institutions.

Social Institutions
At first glance, the term social institution may seem cold
and abstract—with little relevance to your life. In fact,
however, social institutions—the ways that each society
develops to meet its basic needs—vitally affect your life.
By weaving the fabric of society, social institutions shape
our behavior. They even color our thoughts. How can this
be? Look at what social institutions are: the family, reli-
gion, education, economics, medicine, politics, law, sci-
ence, the military, and the mass media.

In industrialized societies, social institutions tend to be
more formal; in tribal societies, they are more informal.
Education in industrialized societies, for example, is highly
structured, while in tribal societies it usually consists of
children informally learning what adults do. Figure 4.2 on
the next page summarizes the basic social institutions.
Note that each institution has its own groups, statuses, val-
ues, and norms. Social institutions are so significant that
Part IV of this book focuses on them.

Societies—and Their Transformation
How did our society develop? You know that it didn’t
spring full-blown on the human scene. To better under-
stand this framework that surrounds us, that sets the
stage for our experiences in life, let’s trace the evolution
of societies. Look at Figure 4.3 on page 93, which illus-
trates how changes in technology brought changes to
society—people who share a culture and a territory. As
we review these sweeping changes, picture yourself as a
member of each society. Consider how your life—even
your thoughts and values—would be different in each
society.
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Social
Institution Basic Needs

Some Groups or
Organizations Some Statuses Some Values Some Norms

Family
Regulate 
reproduction, 
socialize and 
protect children

Relatives, 
kinship groups

Sexual fidelity, 
providing for your 
family, keeping a 
clean house,
respect for parents

Daughter, son, 
father, mother, 
brother, sister, 
aunt, uncle, 
grandparent

Have only as 
many children as 
you can afford, 
be faithful to your 
spouse

Religion
Concerns about 
life after death, 
the meaning of 
suffering and loss; 
desire to connect 
with the Creator

Congregation, 
synagogue, 
mosque,
denomination, 
charity; clergy
associations

Reading and 
adhering to holy 
texts such as the 
Bible, the Torah, 
and the Koran; 
honoring God

Priest, minister, 
rabbi, imam, 
worshipper, 
teacher, disciple, 
missionary, 
prophet, convert

Attend worship 
services, 
contribute money, 
follow the 
teachings

Law Maintain social 
order

Police, 
courts, 
prisons

Trial by one's peers, 
innocence until 
proven guilty

Judge, police officer, 
lawyer, defendant, 
prison guard

Give true testi-
mony, follow the 
rules of evidence

Politics
Allocate power, 
determine 
authority, 
prevent chaos

Political party, 
congress, 
parliament, 
monarchy

Majority rule, the 
right to vote as a 
privilege and a
sacred trust

President, senator, 
lobbyist, voter, 
candidate, spin 
doctor

One vote per person, 
be informed about 
candidates

Economy
Produce and 
distribute goods 
and services

Credit unions, 
banks, credit card 
companies, 
buying clubs

Making money, 
paying bills on 
time, producing 
efficiently

Worker, boss, 
buyer, seller, 
creditor, debtor, 
advertiser

Maximize profits, 
"the customer is 
always right," 
work hard

Education
Transmit 
knowledge and 
skills across
generations

School, college, 
student senate, 
sports team, PTA, 
teachers' union

Academic honesty, 
good grades, 
being "cool"

Teacher, student, 
dean, principal, 
football player, 
cheerleader

Do homework, 
prepare lectures, 
don't snitch on 
classmates

Heal the sick and 
injured, care for 
the dying

Medicine AMA, hospitals, 
pharmacies, 
insurance 
companies, HMOs

Hippocratic oath, 
staying in good 
health, following 
doctor's orders

Doctor, nurse, 
patient, 
pharmacist, 
medical insurer

Don't exploit 
patients, 
give best medical 
care available

Military
Protection from 
enemies, support 
of national 
interests

Army, navy, air 
force, marines, 
coast guard, 
national guard

To die for one's 
country is an 
honor, obedience 
unto death

Soldier, recruit, 
enlisted person, 
officer, veteran, 
prisoner, spy

Follow orders, be 
ready to go to 
war,  sacrifice for 
your buddies

Mass Media
(an emerging
institution)

Disseminate 
information, mold 
public opinion, 
report events

TV networks, radio 
stations, publishers, 
association of 
bloggers

Timeliness, 
accuracy, large 
audiences, free-
dom of the press

Journalist, 
newscaster, author, 
editor, publisher, 
blogger

Be accurate, fair, 
timely, and 
profitable

Science
Master the 
environment

Local, state, 
regional, national, 
and international 
associations

Unbiased 
research, open 
dissemination of 
research findings, 
originality

Scientist, 
researcher, 
technician, 
administrator, 
journal editor

Follow scientific 
method, 
be objective,
disclose findings, 
don't plagiarize

FIGURE 4.2 Social Institutions in Industrial and Postindustrial Societies
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Hunting and Gathering Societies The members of
hunting and gathering societies have few social divi-
sions and little inequality. As the name implies, these
groups depend on hunting animals and gathering
plants for their survival. In some groups, the men do
the hunting, and the women the gathering. In others,
both men and women (and children) gather plants, the
men hunt large animals, and both men and women
hunt small animals. Although these groups give greater
prestige to the men hunters, who supply the major
source of meat, the women gatherers contribute more
food to the group, perhaps even four-fifths of their total
food supply (Bernard 1992).

Because a region cannot support a large number of
people who hunt animals and gather plants (group
members do not plant—they only gather what is al-
ready there), hunting and gathering societies are small.
They usually consist of only twenty-five to forty peo-
ple. These groups are nomadic. As their food supply
dwindles in one area, they move to another location.
Because of disease, drought, and pestilence, children
have only about a fifty-fifty chance of surviving to
adulthood (Lenski and Lenski 1987).

Of all societies, hunters and gatherers are the most
egalitarian. Because what they hunt and gather is per-
ishable, the people accumulate few personal posses-
sions. Consequently, no one becomes wealthier than
anyone else. There are no rulers, and most decisions
are arrived at through discussion.

Pastoral and Horticultural Societies About ten thou-
sand years ago, some groups found that they could
tame and breed some of the animals they hunted—
primarily goats, sheep, cattle, and camels. Others dis-
covered that they could cultivate plants. As a result,
hunting and gathering societies branched into two di-
rections, each with different means of acquiring food.

The key to understanding the first branching is the
word pasture; pastoral (or herding) societies are
based on the pasturing of animals. Pastoral societies
developed in regions where low rainfall made it im-
practical to build life around growing crops. Groups
that took this turn remained nomadic, for they 
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FIGURE 4.3 The Social Transformations of Society

Source: By the author.

The simplest forms of societies are called hunting and gathering
societies. Members of these societies have adapted well to their
environments, and they have more leisure than the members of
other societies. Shown here are Inuits in the tundra of
Greenland.
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followed their animals to fresh pasture. The key to un-
derstanding the second branching is the word
horticulture, or plant cultivation. Horticultural (or gar-
dening) societies are based on the cultivation of plants
by the use of hand tools. Because they no longer had to
abandon an area as the food supply gave out, these
groups developed permanent settlements.

As shown in Figure 4.4, the domestication of animals
and plants transformed society, ushering in the first so-
cial revolution. Groups grew larger because the more de-
pendable food supply supported more people. Because
it was no longer necessary for everyone to work to pro-
vide food, a division of labor emerged. Some people be-
gan to make jewelry, others tools, others weapons, and
so on. This led to a surplus of objects, which, in turn,
stimulated trade. With trading, groups began to accu-
mulate objects they prized, such as gold, jewelry, and
utensils.

These changes set the stage for social inequality. Some
families (or clans) acquired more goods than others. With
the possession of animals, pastures, croplands, jewelry, and
other material goods, groups began to fight. War, in turn,
opened the door to slavery, for people found it convenient
to let captives do their drudge work. As individuals passed
their possessions on to their descendants, wealth grew
more concentrated. So did power, and for the first time,
some individuals became chiefs.

Agricultural Societies When the plow was invented
about five or six thousand years ago, social life once again
changed forever. Compared with hoes and digging sticks,
the use of animals to pull plows was immensely efficient.
The larger food surplus allowed even more people to en-
gage in activities other than farming. In this new
agricultural society, people developed cities and what is
popularly known as “culture,” such as philosophy, art,
music, literature, and architecture. Accompanied by the
inventions of the wheel, writing, and numbers, the
changes were so profound that this period is sometimes
referred to as “the dawn of civilization.”

The social inequality of pastoral and horticultural soci-
eties was only a forerunner of what was to come. When some
people managed to gain control of the growing surplus of
resources, inequality became a fundamental feature of life in
society. To protect their expanding privileges and power, this
elite surrounded itself with armed men. This small group
even levied taxes on others, who now had become their “sub-
jects.” As conflict theorists point out, this concentration of
resources and power—along with the oppression of people
not in power—was the forerunner of the state.

FIGURE 4.4 Consequences 
of Animal Domestication and Plant Cultivation
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tion came the abolition of slavery, the shift from monar-
chies to more representative political systems, and the
rights to a jury trial, to vote, and to travel. A recent ex-
tension of these equalities is the right to set up your own
Internet blog, where you can bemoan life in your school
or criticize the president.

Postindustrial (Information) Societies If you were to
choose one word that characterizes our society, what would
it be? Of the many candidates, the word change would have
to rank high among them. The primary source of the
sweeping changes that are transforming our lives is the tech-
nology centering on the microchip. The change is so vast
that sociologists say that a new type of society has emerged.
They call it the postindustrial (or information) society.

Unlike the industrial society, the hallmark of this new
type of society is not raw materials and manufacturing.
Rather, its basic component is information. Teachers pass
on knowledge to students, while lawyers, physicians,
bankers, pilots, and interior decorators sell their special-
ized knowledge of law, the body, money, aerodynamics,
and color schemes to clients. Unlike the factory workers
of an industrial society, these individuals don’t produce
anything. Rather, they transmit or use information to 
provide services that others are willing to pay for.

The Macrosociological Perspective: Social Structure 95

Industrial Societies The third social invention also
turned society upside down. The Industrial Revolution
began in Great Britain in 1765 when the steam engine
was first used to run machinery. Before this, a few machines
(such as windmills and water wheels) had been used to
harness nature, but most machines depended on human
and animal power. The new form of production in the
industrial society brought even greater surplus—and
with it another leap in social inequality. Some early indus-
trialists accumulated such wealth that their riches outran
the imagination of royalty. The masses, in contrast, were
thrown off the land as feudal society came to an end.
Homeless, they moved to the cities, where they faced the
choice of stealing, starving, or working for wages barely
sufficient to sustain life (the equivalent of a loaf of bread
for a day’s work).

Through a bitter struggle too detailed for us to review
here, workers won their fight for better working condi-
tions, reversing the earlier pattern of growing inequality.
Home ownership became common, as did the ownership
of automobiles and an incredible variety of consumer
goods. Today’s typical worker in industrial society enjoys
a high standard of living in terms of health care,
longevity, material possessions, and access to libraries and
education. On an even broader scale, with industrializa-

Some social changes come without a
whimper, others only violently. In this
1934 photo, a striking dock worker
flees San Francisco police officers.
The right to strike came with
struggle—and loss of life.
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The United States was in the forefront of this fourth so-
cial revolution. It was the first country to have more than
50 percent of its workforce in service industries such as ed-
ucation, health, research, government, counseling, bank-
ing, investments, insurance, sales, law, and mass media.
Australia, New Zealand, western Europe, and Japan soon
followed. This trend away from manufacturing and toward
selling information and services shows no sign of letting up.

Biotech Societies: Is a New Type
of Society Emerging?

• Tobacco that fights cancer. (“Yes, smoke your way
to health!”)

• Corn that fights herpes and is a contraceptive.
(“Corn flakes in the morning—and safe sex all day!”)

• Goats whose milk contains spider silk (to make fish-
ing lines and body armor) (“Got milk? The best bul-
letproofing.”)

• Animals that are part human so they produce med-
icines for humans. (“Ah, those liver secretions. Good
for what ails you.”)

• No-Sneeze kitties—hypoallergenic cats at $4,000
each. (You can write your own jingle for this one.)

I know that such products sound like science fiction,
but we already have the goats that make spider silk, and
human genes have been inserted into animals so that they
produce medicine (Elias 2001; Kristoff 2002; Osborne
2002). The no-sneeze cats are for sale—and there is a wait-
ing list (Rosenthal 2006). Some suggest that the changes
in which we are immersed are so extensive that we are
entering another new type of society. In this new biotech
society, the economy will center on applying and altering
genetic structures—both plant and animal—to produce
food, medicine, and materials.

If there is a new society, when did it begin? There are
no firm edges to new societies, for each new one overlaps
the one it is replacing. The opening to the biotech society
could have been 1953, when Francis Crick and James
Watson identified the double-helix structure of DNA. Or
perhaps historians will trace the date to the decoding of
the human genome in 2001.

Whether the changes that are swirling around us are
part of a new type of society is not the main point. The
larger group called society always profoundly affects peo-
ple’s thinking and behavior. The sociological significance of
these changes, then, is that as society is transformed, we will
be swept along with it. The transformation will change even
the ways we think about the self and life.

Projecting a new type of society so soon after the ar-
rival of the information society is risky. The wedding of
genetics and economics could turn out to be simply an-
other aspect of our information society—or we really
may have just stepped into a new type of society. With
cloning and bioengineering, we could even see changes
in the human species. The Sociology and the New
Technology box on the next page examines implications
of cloning.

In Sum: Our society sets boundaries around our lives.
By laying out a framework of statuses, roles, groups, and
social institutions, society establishes the values and beliefs
that prevail. It also determines the type and extent of so-
cial inequality. These factors, in turn, set the stage for 
relationships between men and women, racial–ethnic
groups, the young and the elderly, the rich and the poor,
and so on.

It is difficult to overstate the sociological principle that
the type of society in which we live is the fundamental rea-
son why we become who we are—why we feel about things
the way we do and even why we think our particular
thoughts. On the obvious level, if you lived in a hunting
and gathering society, you would not be listening to your
favorite music, watching TV programs, or playing video
games. On a deeper level, you would not feel the same
about life, have the same beliefs, or hold your particular as-
pirations for the future.

What Holds Society Together?
With its many, often conflicting, groups and its exten-
sive social change, how does society manage to hold
together? Let’s examine two answers that sociologists
have proposed.

Mechanical and Organic Solidarity Sociologist Emile
Durkheim (1893/1933) found the key to social inte-
gration—the degree to which members of a society are
united by shared values and other social bonds—in
what he called mechanical solidarity. By this term,
Durkheim meant that people who perform similar tasks
develop a shared consciousness. Think of a farming
community in which everyone is involved in planting,
cultivating, and harvesting. Members of this group have
so much in common that they know how almost every-
one else in the community feels about life. Societies
with mechanical solidarity tolerate little diversity in
thinking and attitudes, for their unity depends on sim-
ilar thinking.
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SOCIOLOGY and the 
NEW TECHNOLOGY
“So,You Want to Be Yourself?”
Cloning in the Coming 
Biotech Society

No type of society ends abruptly.The edges are
fuzzy, and the new one overlaps the old.As the
information society matures, it looks as though

it is being overtaken by a biotech society. Let’s try to
peer over the edge of our current society to glimpse
the one that may be arriving.What will life be like?
There are many issues we could examine, but since
space is limited, let’s consider just one: cloning.

Consider this scenario:

Your four-year-old daughter has drowned, and you can’t
get over your sorrow.You go to the regional cloning
clinic, where you have stored DNA from all members of
your family.You pay the standard fee, and the director
hires a surrogate mother to bring your daughter back as
a newborn.

Will cloning humans become a reality? Since human
embryos already have been cloned, it seems inevitable
that some group somewhere will complete the
process. If cloning humans becomes routine—well,
consider these scenarios:

Suppose that a couple can’t have children.Testing shows
that the husband is sterile.The couple talk about their
dilemma, and the wife agrees to have her husband’s genetic
material implanted into one of her eggs.Would this
woman, in effect, be rearing her husband as a little boy?

Or suppose that you love your mother dearly, and she is
dying.With her permission, you decide to clone her.Who is
the clone? Would you be rearing your own mother?

What if a woman gave birth to her own clone? Would
the clone be her daughter or her sister?

When genetic duplicates appear, the questions of
what humans are, what their relationship to their “par-
ents” is, and indeed what “parents” and children” are,
will be brought up at every kitchen table.

For Your Consideration
As these scenarios show, the issue of cloning provokes
profound questions. Perhaps the most weighty concerns
the future of society. Let’s suppose that mass cloning be-
comes possible.

Many people object that cloning is immoral, but
some will argue the opposite.They will ask why we
should leave human reproduction to people who have
inferior traits—genetic diseases, low IQs, perhaps even
the propensity for crime and violence.They will suggest
that we select people with the finer characteristics—
high creative ability, high intelligence, compassion, and a
propensity for peace.

Let’s assume that geneticists have traced the charac-
teristics just mentioned to specific genes—along with
the ability to appreciate and create beautiful poetry,
music, and architecture; to excel in mathematics, sci-
ence, and other intellectual pursuits; and to be success-
ful in love. Do you think that it should be our moral
obligation to populate society with people like this? To
try to build a society that is better for all—one with-
out terrorism, war, violence, and greed? Could this per-
haps even be our evolutionary destiny?

Source: Based on Kaebnick 2000; McGee 2000; Bjerklie et al. 2001; Davis
2001;Weiss 2004; Regalado 2005.

As societies get larger, their division of labor (how they
divide up work) becomes more specialized. Some people
mine gold, others sell it, while still others turn it into jew-
elry. This division of labor makes people depend on one

another—for the work of each person contributes to the
well-being of the whole group.

Durkheim called this new form of solidarity based on in-
terdependence organic solidarity. To see why he used this
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term, think about how you depend on your teacher to guide
you through this introductory course in sociology. At the
same time, your teacher needs you and other students in or-
der to have a job. You and your teacher are like organs in the
same body. (The “body” in this case is the college or univer-
sity.) Although each of you performs different tasks, you de-
pend on one another. This creates a form of unity.

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft Ferdinand Tönnies
(1887/1988) also analyzed this fundamental shift in
relationships. He used the term Gemeinschaft (Guh-
MINE-shoft), or “intimate community,” to describe vil-
lage life, the type of society in which everyone knows
everyone else. He noted that in the society that was emerg-
ing, the personal ties, kinship connections, and lifelong
friendships that marked village life were being crowded
out by short-term relationships, individual accomplish-
ments, and self-interest. Tönnies called this new type of
society Gesellschaft (Guh-ZELL-shoft), or “impersonal
association.” He did not mean that we no longer have in-
timate ties to family and friends, but, rather, that our lives
no longer center on them. Few of us take jobs in a family
business, for example, and contracts replace handshakes.
Much of our time is spent with strangers and short-term
acquaintances.

In Sum: Whether the terms are Gemeinschaft and
Gesellschaft or mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity,

they indicate that as societies change, so do people’s ori-
entations to life. The sociological point is that social struc-
ture sets the context for what we do, feel, and think and
ultimately, then, for the kind of people we become. As you
read the Cultural Diversity box on the next page, which
describes one of the few remaining Gemeinschaft soci-
eties in the United States, think of how fundamentally
different you would be had you been reared in an Amish
family.

The Microsociological
Perspective: Social
Interaction in Everyday Life

Where macrosociology stresses the broad features of soci-
ety, microsociology focuses on a narrower slice of social life.
Microsociologists examine face-to-face interaction—what
people do when they are in one another’s presence. This is
the primary focus of symbolic interactionists, who are es-
pecially interested in the symbols that people use. They
want to know how people look at things and how this, in
turn, affects their behavior and orientations to life. Of the
many areas of social life they study, let’s look at stereotypes,
personal space, eye contact, and body language.

The warm, more intimate relationships of Gemeinschaft society are apparent in
the photo taken during Oktoberfest in Munich, Germany.The more impersonal
relationships of Gesellschaft society are evident in the Internet cafe, where
customers are ignoring one another.
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Cultural Diversity in the United States
The Amish: Gemeinschaft Com-
munity in a Gesellschaft Society

F erdinand Tönnies’ term, Gesellschaft, certainly applies to
the United States. Impersonal associations pervade our
everyday life. Local, state, and

federal governments regulate many of
our activities. Corporations hire and
fire people not on the basis of per-
sonal relationships, but on the basis of
the bottom line. And, perhaps even
more significantly, millions of
Americans do not even know their
neighbors.

Within the United States, a handful
of small communities exhibits charac-
teristics distinct from those of the mainstream society. One
such community is the Old Order Amish, followers of a
sect that broke away from the Swiss-German Mennonite
church in the 1600s and settled in Pennsylvania around
1727.Today, about 150,000 Old Order Amish live in the
United States.About 75 percent live in just three states:
Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana.The largest concentration,
about 22,000, resides in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania.The
Amish, who believe that birth control is wrong, have dou-
bled in population in just the past two decades.

Because Amish farmers use horses instead of tractors,
most of their farms are one hundred acres or less.To the 
5 million tourists who pass through Lancaster County each
year, the rolling green pastures, white farmhouses, simple
barns, horse-drawn buggies, and clotheslines hung with
somber-colored garments convey a sense of peace and inno-
cence reminiscent of another era. Although just sixty-five
miles from Philadelphia,“Amish country” is a world away.

Amish life is based on separation from the world—an
idea taken from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount—and obe-
dience to the church’s teachings and leaders.This rejection
of worldly concerns, writes sociologist Donald Kraybill in
The Riddle of Amish Culture (2002),“provides the founda-
tion of such Amish values as humility, faithfulness, thrift,
tradition, communal goals, joy of work, a slow-paced life,
and trust in divine providence.”

The Gemeinschaft of village life that has been largely lost
to industrialization remains a vibrant part of Amish life.The
Amish make their decisions in weekly meetings, where, by
consensus, they follow a set of rules, or Ordnung, to guide

their behavior. Religion and discipline are the glue that holds
the Amish together. Brotherly love and the welfare of the
community are paramount values. In times of birth, sickness,
and death, neighbors pitch in with the chores. In these ways,
they maintain the bonds of intimate community.

The Amish are bound by other ties, including language
(a dialect of German known as
Pennsylvania Dutch), plain clothing—
often black, whose style has remained
unchanged for almost 300 years—and
church-sponsored schools. Nearly all
Amish marry, and divorce is forbidden.
The family is a vital ingredient in Amish
life; all major events take place in the
home, including weddings, births, fu-
nerals, and church services. Amish
children attend church schools, but

only until the age of 13. (In 1972, the Supreme Court ruled
that Amish parents had the right to take their children out of
school after the eighth grade.) To go to school beyond the
eighth grade would expose them to values and “worldly con-
cerns” that would drive a wedge between the children and
their community.The Amish believe that violence is bad, even
personal self-defense, and they register as conscientious ob-
jectors during times of war.They pay no Social Security, and
they receive no government benefits.

The Amish cannot resist all change, of course. Instead,
they try to adapt to change in ways that will least disrupt
their core values. Because urban sprawl has driven up the
price of farmland, about half of Amish men work at jobs
other than farming, most in farm-related businesses or in
woodcrafts.They go to great lengths to avoid leaving the
home.The Amish believe that when a husband works away
from home, all aspects of life change, from the marital re-
lationship to the care of the children—certainly an astute
sociological insight.They also believe that if a man receives
a paycheck, he will think that his work is of more value
than his wife’s. For the Amish, intimate, or Gemeinschaft,
society is essential for maintaining their way of life.

Perhaps this is the most poignant illustration of how
the Amish approach to life differs from that of the domi-
nant culture:When in 2006 a non-Amish man shot several
Amish girls at a one-room school, the Amish community
established charitable funds not only for the families of the
dead children but also for the family of the killer.

Sources: Hostetler 1980; Aeppel 1996; Kephart and Zellner 2001; Kraybill
2002; Dawley 2003; Johnson-Weiner 2007.

United States
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Stereotypes in Everyday Life
You are familiar with how strong first impressions are
and the way they set the tone for interaction. When you
first meet someone, you cannot help but notice certain
features, especially the person’s sex, race–ethnicity, age,
and clothing. Despite your best intentions, your as-
sumptions about these characteristics shape your first
impressions. They also affect how you act toward that
person—and, in turn, how that person acts toward you.
These fascinating aspects of our social interaction are
discussed in the Down-to-Earth Sociology box on the
next page.

Personal Space
We all surround ourselves with a “personal bubble” that
we go to great lengths to protect. We open the bubble
to intimates—to our friends, children, parents, and so
on—but we’re careful to keep most people out of this
space. In a crowded hallway between classes, we might
walk with our books clasped in front of us (a strategy
often chosen by females). When we stand in line, we
make certain there is enough space so that we don’t
touch the person in front of us and aren’t touched by the
person behind us.

The amount of space that people prefer varies from
one culture to another. South Americans, for example,
like to be closer when they speak to others than do peo-
ple reared in the United States. Anthropologist Edward
Hall (1959; Hall and Hall 2007) recounts a conversa-
tion with a man from South America who had attended
one of his lectures.

He came to the front of the class at the end of the lec-
ture. . . . We started out facing each other, and as he talked
I became dimly aware that he was standing a little too close
and that I was beginning to back up. Fortunately I was
able to suppress my first impulse and remain stationary be-
cause there was nothing to communicate aggression in his
behavior except the conversational distance. . . .

By experimenting I was able to observe that as I moved
away slightly, there was an associated shift in the pattern of
interaction. He had more trouble expressing himself. If I
shifted to where I felt comfortable (about twenty-one
inches), he looked somewhat puzzled and hurt, almost as
though he were saying, “Why is he acting that way? Here
I am doing everything I can to talk to him in a friendly
manner and he suddenly withdraws. Have I done anything
wrong? Said something I shouldn’t?” Having ascertained
that distance had a direct effect on his conversation, I stood
my ground, letting him set the distance.

After Hall (1969; Hall and Hall 2007) analyzed situa-
tions like this, he observed that North Americans use four
different “distance zones.”

1. Intimate distance. This is the zone that the South
American unwittingly invaded. It extends to about
18 inches from our bodies. We reserve this space for
comforting, protecting, hugging, intimate touching,
and lovemaking.

2. Personal distance. This zone extends from 18 inches
to 4 feet. We reserve it for friends and acquaintances
and ordinary conversations. This is the zone in which
Hall would have preferred speaking with the South
American.

Social space is one of the many aspects of social life studied by sociologists who have a microsociological
focus.What do you see in common in these two photos?
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The Microsociological Perspective: Social Interaction in Everyday Life 101

Beauty May Be Only Skin Deep,
But Its Effects Go on Forever

Mark Snyder, a psychologist, wondered whether
stereotypes—our assumptions of what peo-
ple are like—might be self-fulfilling. He came up

with an ingenious way to test this idea. He (1993) gave
college men a Polaroid snapshot of a woman (suppos-
edly taken just moments before) and told them that he
would introduce them to her after they talked with her
on the telephone.Actually, the photographs—showing
either a pretty or a homely woman—had been 
prepared before the experiment began.The photo was
not of the woman the men would talk to.

Stereotypes came into play immediately. As Snyder
gave each man the photograph, he asked him what he
thought the woman would be like.The men who saw the
photograph of the attractive woman said that they ex-
pected to meet a poised, humorous, outgoing woman.The
men who had been given a photo of the unattractive
woman described her as awkward, serious, and unsociable.

The men’s stereotypes influenced the way they spoke
to the women on the telephone, who did not know
about the photographs.The men who had seen the pho-
tograph of a pretty woman were warm, friendly, and hu-
morous.This, in turn, affected the women they spoke to,
for they responded in a warm, friendly, outgoing manner.
And the men who had seen the photograph of a homely
woman? On the phone, they were cold, reserved, and
humorless, and the women they spoke to became cool,
reserved, and humorless. Keep in mind that the women
did not know that their looks had been evaluated—and
that the photographs were not even of them. In short,
stereotypes tend to produce behaviors that match the
stereotype.This principle is illustrated in Figure 4.5.

Although beauty might be only skin deep, its conse-
quences permeate our lives (Katz 2007). Not only does
beauty bestow an advantage in everyday interaction, but
people who are physically attractive are also likely to
make more money. Researchers in both Holland and the
United States found that advertising firms with better-
looking executives have higher revenues (Bosman et al.
1997; Pfann et al. 2000).The reason? The researchers
suggest that people are more willing to associate with
individuals whom they perceive as good-looking.

For Your Consideration
Stereotypes have no single, inevitable effect, but they do
affect how we react to one another.

Instead of beauty, consider gender and race–ethnicity.
How do they affect those who do the stereotyping and
those who are stereotyped?

Down-to-Earth Sociology

Based on the experiment summarized here, how do you think women
would modify their interactions if they were to meet the two men?

We fit what we see or hear 
into stereotypes, and then 
expect the person to act in 
certain ways.

How we expect the person 
to act shapes our attitudes 
and actions.

From how we act, the 
person gets ideas of how 
we perceive him or her.

The behaviors of the 
person change to match 
our expectations, thus 
confirming the stereotype.

We see features of the 
person, or hear things 
about the person.

FIGURE 4.5 How 
Self-Fulfilling
Stereotypes Work
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3. Social distance.This zone, extending out from us about
4 to 12 feet, marks impersonal or formal relationships.
We use this zone for such things as job interviews.

4. Public distance. This zone, extending beyond 12 feet,
marks even more formal relationships. It is used to
separate dignitaries and public speakers from the
general public.

Eye Contact
One way that we protect our personal bubble is by con-
trolling eye contact. Letting someone gaze into our
eyes—unless the person is our eye doctor—can be taken
as a sign that we are attracted to that person and can even
be taken as an invitation to intimacy. Wanting to be-
come “the friendliest store in town,” a chain of super-
markets in Illinois ordered its checkout clerks to make
direct eye contact with each customer. Female clerks
complained that male customers were taking their eye
contact the wrong way, as an invitation to intimacy.
Management said they were exaggerating. The clerks’ re-
ply was, “We know the kind of looks we’re getting back
from men,” and they refused to make direct eye contact
with them.

Applied Body Language
While we are still little children, we learn to interpret
body language, the ways people use their bodies to give

messages to others. This skill in correctly interpreting
facial expressions, posture, and gestures is essential for
getting us through everyday life. Without it—as is the
case for people who have Asperger’s syndrome—we
wouldn’t know how to react to other people. It would
even be difficult to know whether someone were seri-
ous or joking. This common and essential skill for tra-
versing everyday life is now becoming one of the
government’s tools in its fight against terrorism. Because
many of our body messages lie beneath our conscious-
ness, airport personnel and interrogators are being
trained to look for telltale facial signs—from a quick
downturn of the mouth to rapid blinking—that might
indicate nervousness or lying (Davis et al. 2002).

This is an interesting twist for an area of sociology that
had been entirely theoretical. Let’s now turn to drama-
turgy, a special area of symbolic interactionism.

Dramaturgy: The Presentation
of Self in Everyday Life

It was their big day, two years in the making. Jennifer Mackey
wore a white wedding gown adorned with an 11-foot train
and 24,000 seed pearls that she and her mother had sewn
onto the dress. Next to her at the altar in Lexington,
Kentucky, stood her intended, Jeffrey Degler, in black tie.
They said their vows, then turned to gaze for a moment at
the four hundred guests.

In dramaturgy, a specialty within
sociology, social life is viewed as
similar to the theater. In our
everyday lives, we all are actors like
those in this cast of Grey’s Anatomy.
We, too, perform roles, use props,
and deliver lines to fellow actors—
who, in turn, do the same.
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That’s when groomsman Daniel Mackey collapsed. As
the shocked organist struggled to play Mendelssohn’s
“Wedding March,” Mr. Mackey’s unconscious body was
dragged away, his feet striking—loudly—every step of the
altar stairs.

“I couldn’t believe he would die at my wedding,” the
bride said. (Hughes 1990)

Sociologist Erving Goffman (1922–1982) added a new
twist to microsociology when he recast the artistic term
dramaturgy (or dramaturgical analysis) into a sociologi-
cal term. By this term, Goffman meant that social life is
like a drama or a stage play: Birth ushers us onto the stage
of everyday life, and our socialization consists of learning
to perform on that stage. The self that we studied in the
previous chapter lies at the center of our performances. We
have ideas of how we want others to think of us, and we
use our roles in everyday life to communicate those ideas.
Goffman called these efforts to manage the impressions
that others receive of us impression management.

Stages Everyday life, said Goffman, involves playing our
assigned roles. We have front stages on which to perform
them, as did Jennifer and Jeffrey. (By the way, Daniel
Mackey didn’t really die—he had just fainted.) But we
don’t have to look at weddings to find front stages. Every-

day life is filled with them. Where your teacher lectures is
a front stage. And if you make an announcement at a
meal, you are using a front stage. In fact, you spend most
of your time on front stages, for a front stage is wherever
you deliver your lines. We also have back stages, places
where we can retreat and let our hair down. When you
close the bathroom or bedroom door for privacy, for ex-
ample, you are entering a back stage.

Role Performance, Conflict, and Strain Everyday life
brings with it many roles. As discussed earlier, the same
person may be a student, a teenager, a shopper, a worker,
and a date, as well as a daughter or a son. Although a role
lays down the basic outline for a performance, it also al-
lows a great deal of flexibility. The particular emphasis or
interpretation that we give a role, our “style,” is known as
role performance. Consider your role as son or daughter.
You may play the role of ideal daughter or son—being re-
spectful, coming home at the hours your parents set, and
so forth. Or this description may not even come close to
your particular role performance.

Ordinarily, our statuses are sufficiently separated that we
find minimal conflict between them. Occasionally, however,
what is expected of us in one status (our role) is incompat-
ible with what is expected of us in another status. This prob-
lem, known as role conflict, is illustrated in Figure 4.6, in

Come in for 
emergency 
overtime

You

Son or 
daughter Friend Student Worker

Visit mom in 
hospital

Go to 21st 
birthday 
party

Prepare for 
tomorrow's 
exam

Role Conflict

Student

Do well in
your classes

Role 
Strain

You

Don't make
other students
look bad

FIGURE 4.6 Role Strain and Role Conflict

Source: By the author.
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which family, friendship, student, and work roles come
crashing together. Usually, however, we manage to avoid
role conflict by segregating our statuses, although doing
so can require an intense juggling act.

Sometimes the same status contains incompatible
roles, a conflict known as role strain. Suppose that you
are exceptionally well prepared for a particular class as-
signment. Although the instructor asks an unusually dif-
ficult question, you find yourself knowing the answer
when no one else does. If you want to raise your hand,
yet don’t want to make your fellow students look bad,
you will experience role strain. As illustrated in Figure
4.6, the difference between role conflict and role strain
is that role conflict is conflict between roles, while role
strain is conflict within a role.

Teamwork Being a good role player brings positive
recognition from others, something we all covet. To ac-
complish this, we often use teamwork—two or more peo-
ple working together to make certain that a performance
goes off as planned. When a performance doesn’t come
off quite right, however, it may require face-saving be-
havior. We may, for example, ignore flaws in someone’s
performance, which Goffman defines as tact.

Suppose your teacher is about to make an important point.
Suppose also that her lecturing has been outstanding and
the class is hanging on every word. Just as she pauses for
emphasis, her stomach lets out a loud growl. She might
then use a face-saving technique by remarking, “I was so
busy preparing for class that I didn’t get breakfast this
morning.”

It is more likely, however, that both class and teacher will
simply ignore the sound, giving the impression that no one
heard a thing—a face-saving technique called studied non-
observance. This allows the teacher to make the point or, as
Goffman would say, it allows the performance to go on.

Because our own body is identified so closely with the
self, a good part of impression management centers on
“body messages.” The messages that are attached to vari-
ous body shapes change over time, but, as explored in the
Mass Media in Social Life box on pages 106 and 107, thin-
ness currently screams “desirability.”

Applying Impression Management I can just hear some-
one saying, “Impression management is interesting, but is
it really important?” In fact, it is so significant that the right
impression management can make a vital difference in
your career. To be promoted, you must be perceived as

someone who should be promoted. You must appear dom-
inant. You certainly cannot go unnoticed. But how you
manage this impression is crucial. If a female executive tries
to appear dominant by wearing loud clothing, using gar-
ish makeup, and cursing, this will get her noticed—but it
will not put her on the path to promotion. How, then, can
she exhibit dominance in the right way? To help women
walk this fine line between femininity and dominance, ca-
reer counselors advise women on fine details of impression
management. Here are two things they recommend—that
women place their hands on the table during executive ses-
sions, not in their lap, and that they carry a purse that looks
more like a briefcase (Needham 2006).

Male or female, in your own life you will have to walk
this thin line, finding the best way to manage impressions
in order to further your career. Much success in the work
world depends not on what you actually know but, in-
stead, on your ability to give the impression that you know
what you should know.

Ethnomethodology: Uncovering
Background Assumptions
Certainly one of the strangest words in sociology is ethno-
methodology. To better understand this term, consider the
word’s three basic components. Ethno means “folk” or
“people”; method means how people do something; ology
means “the study of.” Putting them together, then, ethno-
method-ology means “the study of how people do
things.” Specifically, ethnomethodology is the study of
how people use commonsense understandings to make
sense of life.

Let’s suppose that during a routine office visit, your
doctor remarks that your hair is rather long, then takes
out a pair of scissors and starts to give you a haircut. You
would feel strange about this, for your doctor would be
violating background assumptions—your ideas about
the way life is and the way things ought to work. These
assumptions, which lie at the root of everyday life, are
so deeply embedded in our consciousness that we are sel-
dom aware of them, and most of us fulfill them unques-
tioningly. Thus, your doctor does not offer you a
haircut, even if he or she is good at cutting hair and you
need one!

The founder of ethnomethodology, sociologist Harold
Garfinkel, conducted some interesting exercises designed
to reveal our background assumptions. Garfinkel (1967,
2002) asked his students to act as though they did not un-
derstand the basic rules of social life. Some tried to bar-
gain with supermarket clerks; others would inch close to
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people and stare directly at them. They were met with sur-
prise, bewilderment, even anger. In one exercise Garfinkel
asked students to take words literally. One conversation
went like this:

ACQUAINTANCE: How are you?
STUDENT: How am I in regard to what? 

My health, my finances, my school-
work, my peace of mind, my . . .?

ACQUAINTANCE: (red in the face): Look! I was just try-
ing to be polite. Frankly, I don’t give
a damn how you are.

Students who are asked to break background assump-
tions can be highly creative. The young children of one of
my students were surprised one morning when they came
down for breakfast to find a sheet spread across the living
room floor. On it were dishes, silverware, lit candles—and
bowls of ice cream. They, too, wondered what was going
on, but they dug eagerly into the ice cream before their
mother could change her mind.

This is a risky assignment to give students, however, for
breaking some background assumptions can make people
suspicious. When a colleague of mine gave this assign-
ment, a couple of his students began to wash dollar bills
at a laundromat. By the time they put the bills in the dryer,
the police had arrived.

In Sum: Ethnomethodologists explore background as-
sumptions, the taken-for-granted ideas about the world
that underlie our behavior. Most of these assumptions, or
basic rules of social life, are unstated. We learn them as
we learn our culture, and we violate them only with risk.
Deeply embedded in our minds, they give us basic direc-
tions for living everyday life.

The Social Construction of Reality
Symbolic interactionists stress how our ideas help deter-
mine our reality. In what has become known as the defi-
nition of the situation, or the Thomas theorem,
sociologists W. I. and Dorothy S. Thomas said, “If people
define situations as real, they are real in their conse-
quences.” Consider the following incident:

On a visit to Morocco, in northern Africa, I decided to buy
a watermelon. When I indicated to the street vendor that
the knife he was going to use to cut the watermelon was
dirty (encrusted with filth would be more apt), he was very
obliging. He immediately bent down and began to swish
the knife in a puddle on the street. I shuddered as I looked
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at the passing burros that were urinating and defecating as
they went by. Quickly, I indicated by gesture that I preferred
my melon uncut after all.

For that vendor, germs did not exist. For me, they did.
And each of us acted according to our definition of the

All of us have background assumptions, deeply ingrained
assumptions of how the world operates. How do you think the
background assumptions of this Londoner differ from those of
this Ecuadoran shaman, who is performing a healing ceremony
to rid London of its evil spirits?
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MASS MEDIA  in
SOCIAL LIFE

You Can’t Be Thin Enough: Body
Images and the Mass Media

An ad for Kellogg’s Special K cereal shows an 
18-month-old girl wearing nothing but a diaper. She
has a worried look on her face. A bubble caption
over her head has her asking,“Do I look fat?”
(Krane et al. 2001)

When you stand before a mirror, do you like
what you see? To make your body more at-
tractive, do you watch your weight or work

out? You have ideas about what you should look like.
Where did you get them?

TV and magazine ads keep pounding home the mes-
sage that our bodies aren’t good enough, that we’ve got
to improve them.The way to improve them, of
course, is to buy the advertised products: hair ex-
tensions for women, hairpieces for men, hair
transplants, padded bras, diet programs, anti-
aging products, and exercise equipment.
Muscular hulks show off machines that
magically produce “six-pack abs” and in-
credible biceps—in just a few minutes a
day. Female movie stars effortlessly
go through their own tough work-
outs without even breaking into a
sweat.Women and men get the feel-
ing that attractive members of the
opposite sex will flock to them if
they purchase that wonder-working
workout machine.

Although we try to shrug off such
messages, knowing that they are designed
to sell products, the messages still get
our attention.They penetrate our
thinking and feelings, helping to shape
ideal images of how we “ought” to
look.Those models so attractively

clothed and coiffed as they walk down the runway,
could they be any thinner? For women, the message is
clear: You can’t be thin enough.The men’s message is
also clear: You can’t be muscular enough.

Woman or man, your body isn’t good enough. It sags
where it should be firm. It bulges where it should be
smooth. It sticks out where it shouldn’t, and it doesn’t
stick out enough where it should.

And—no matter what you weigh—it’s too much.
You’ve got to be thinner.

Exercise takes time, and getting in shape is painful.
Once you do get in shape, let yourself slack off for just
a few days, and your body seems to sag into its previous
slothful, drab appearance.You can’t let up, you can’t ex-
ercise enough, and you can’t diet enough.

All of us contrast the reality we see when we look in the mirror with our culture’s ideal body
types. The thinness craze, discussed in this box, encourages some people to extremes, as with Keira
Knightley. It also makes it difficult for larger people to have positive self-images. Overcoming this
difficulty, Jennifer Hudson is in the forefront of promoting an alternative image.
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But who can continue at such a torrid pace, striv-
ing for what are unrealistic cultural ideals? A few 
people, of course, but not many. So liposuction is ap-
pealing. Just lie there, put up with a little discomfort,
and the doctor will vacuum the fat right out of your
body. Surgeons can transform flat breasts into super
breasts overnight.They can lower receding hairlines
and smooth furrowed brows.They can remove lumps
with their magical tummy tucks and can take off a
decade with their rejuvenating skin peels, face lifts,
and Botox injections.

With impossibly shaped models at Victoria’s Secret
and skinny models showing off the latest fashions in
Vogue and Seventeen, half of U.S. adolescent girls feel fat
and count calories (Hill 2006). Some teens even call the
plastic surgeon. Anxious lest their child violate peer
ideals and trail behind in her race for popularity, parents
foot the bill. Some parents pay $25,000 just to give their
daughters a flatter tummy (Gross 1998).

With peer pressure to alter the body already in-
tense, surgeons keep stoking the fire.A sample ad:“No
Ifs,Ands or Butts.You Can Change Your Bottom Line in
Hours!” Some surgeons even offer gift certificates—so
you can give your loved ones liposuction or Botox in-
jections along with their greeting card (Dowd 2002).

The thinness craze has moved to the East, where
glossy magazines feature skinny models. In China and
India, a little extra padding was once valued as a sign of
good health.Today, the obsession is thinness, and not-so-
subtle ads scream that fat is bad (Prystay and Fowler
2003; Jung and Forbes 2007). In China, some teas come
with a package of diet pills.Weight-loss machines, with
electrodes attached to acupuncture pressure points, not
only reduce fat but also build breasts—or so the adver-
tisers claim.

Not limited by our rules, advertisers in Japan and
China push a soap that supposedly “sucks up fat through
the skin’s pores” (Marshall 1995).What a dream prod-
uct! After all, even though our TV models smile as they
go through their paces, those exercise machines do look
like a lot of hard work.

Then there is the other bottom line:Attractiveness
does pay off. U.S. economists studied physical attrac-
tiveness and earnings.The result? “Good-looking” men
and women earn the most,“average-looking” men and
women earn more than “plain” people, and the “ugly”
earn the least (Hamermesh and Biddle 1994). In
Europe, too, the more attractive workers earn more
(Brunello and D’Hombres 2007).Then there is that
potent cash advantage that “attractive” women have:
They attract and marry higher-earning men (Kanazawa
and Kovar 2004).

More popularity and more money? Maybe you can’t
be thin enough after all. Maybe those exercise machines
are a good investment. If only we could catch up with
the Japanese and develop a soap that would suck the
fat right out of our pores.You can practically hear the
jingle now.

For Your Consideration
What image do you have of your body? How do cul-
tural expectations of “ideal” bodies underlie your im-
age? Can you recall any advertisement or television
program that has affected your body image?

What is considered ideal body size differs with his-
torical periods and from one ethnic group to another.
The women who posed for sixteenth-century European
sculptors and painters, for example, were much
“thicker” than the so-called “ideal” young women of to-
day. (As I was looking at a painting in the Vatican, I heard
a woman remark,“Look at those rolls of fat!”) Why do
you think that this difference exists?

Most advertising and television programs that focus
on weight are directed at women.Women are more
concerned than men about weight, more likely to have
eating disorders, and more likely to be dissatisfied with
their bodies (Honeycutt 1995; Hill 2006). Do you think
that the targeting of women in advertising creates these
attitudes and behaviors? Or do you think that these at-
titudes and behaviors would exist even if there were no
such ads? Why?
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situation. My perception and behavior did not come
from the fact that germs are real, but, rather, from my
having grown up in a society that teaches they are real.
Microbes, of course, objectively exist, and whether or not
germs are part of our thought world makes no difference
as to whether we are infected by them. Our behavior,
however, does not depend on the objective existence of
something but, rather, on our subjective interpretation, on
what sociologists call our definition of reality. In other
words, it is not the reality of microbes that impresses it-
self on us, but society that impresses the reality of mi-
crobes on us.

This is the social construction of reality. Our society,
or the social groups to which we belong, holds particular
views of life. From our groups (the social part of this
process), we learn ways of looking at life—whether that
be our view of Hitler or Osama bin Laden (they’re good,
they’re evil), germs (they exist, they don’t exist), or anything
else in life. In short, through our interaction with others,
we construct reality; that is, we learn ways of interpreting
our experiences in life.

Gynecological Examinations To better understand the
social construction of reality, let’s consider an extended
example.

To do research on vaginal examinations, I interviewed
a gynecological nurse who had been present at about
14,000 examinations. I focused on how doctors construct
social reality in order to define this examination as non-
sexual (Henslin and Biggs 1971/2007). It became appar-
ent that the pelvic examination unfolds much as a stage
play does. I will use “he” to refer to the physician because
only male physicians were part of this study. Perhaps the
results would be different with women gynecologists.

Scene 1 (the patient as person) In this scene, the doc-
tor maintains eye contact with his patient, calls her by
name, and discusses her problems in a professional
manner. If he decides that a vaginal examination is nec-
essary, he tells a nurse, “Pelvic in room 1.” By this state-
ment, he is announcing that a major change will occur
in the next scene.

Scene 2 (from person to pelvic) This scene is the
depersonalizing stage. In line with the doctor’s an-
nouncement, the patient begins the transition from a
“person” to a “pelvic.” The doctor leaves the room, and
a female nurse enters to help the patient make the tran-
sition. The nurse prepares the “props” for the coming
examination and answers any questions the woman
might have.

What occurs at this point is essential for the social
construction of reality, for the doctor’s absence removes
even the suggestion of sexuality. To undress in front of him
could suggest either a striptease or intimacy, thus under-
mining the reality so carefully being defined: that of non-
sexuality.

The patient also wants to remove any hint of sexuality,
and during this scene she may express concern about what
to do with her panties. Some mutter to the nurse, “I don’t
want him to see these.” Most women solve the problem
by either slipping their panties under their other clothes
or placing them in their purse.

Scene 3 (the person as pelvic) This scene opens when
the doctor enters the room. Before him is a woman
lying on a table, her feet in stirrups, her knees tightly
together, and her body covered by a drape sheet. The
doctor seats himself on a low stool before the woman
and says, “Let your knees fall apart” (rather than the
sexually loaded “Spread your legs”), and begins the ex-
amination.

The drape sheet is crucial in this process of desexual-
ization, for it dissociates the pelvic area from the person:
Leaning forward and with the drape sheet above his head,
the physician can see only the vagina, not the patient’s face.
Thus dissociated from the individual, the vagina is dra-
maturgically transformed into an object of analysis. If the
doctor examines the patient’s breasts, he also dissociates
them from her person by examining them one at a time,
with a towel covering the unexamined breast. Like the
vagina, each breast becomes an isolated item dissociated
from the person.

In this third scene, the patient cooperates in being an
object, becoming, for all practical purposes, a pelvis to be
examined. She withdraws eye contact from the doctor and
usually from the nurse, is likely to stare at the wall or at
the ceiling, and avoids initiating conversation.

Scene 4 (from pelvic to person) In this scene, the pa-
tient becomes “repersonalized.” The doctor has left the
examining room; the patient dresses and fixes her hair
and makeup. Her reemergence as a person is indicated
by such statements to the nurse as, “My dress isn’t too
wrinkled, is it?” indicating a need for reassurance that
the metamorphosis from “pelvic” back to “person” has
been completed satisfactorily.

Scene 5 (the patient as person) In this final scene,
the patient is once again treated as a person rather
than as an object. The doctor makes eye contact with
her and addresses her by name. She, too, makes eye
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contact with the doctor, and the usual middle-class
interaction patterns are followed. She has been fully
restored.

In Sum: To an outsider to our culture, the custom of
women going to a male stranger for a vaginal examination
might seem bizarre. But not to us. We learn that pelvic ex-
aminations are nonsexual. To sustain this definition re-
quires teamwork—patients, doctors, and nurses working
together to socially construct reality.

It is not just pelvic examinations or our views of mi-
crobes that make up our definitions of reality. Rather, our
behavior depends on how we define reality. Our definitions
(or constructions) provide the basis for what we do and
how we feel about life. To understand human behavior,
then, we must know how people define reality.

The Need for Both
Macrosociology and
Microsociology

As was noted earlier, both microsociology and macrosoci-
ology make vital contributions to our understanding of
human behavior. Our understanding of social life would
be vastly incomplete without one or the other. The photo
essay on the next two pages should help to make clear why
we need both perspectives.

To illustrate this point, let’s consider two groups of
high school boys studied by sociologist William
Chambliss (1973/2007). Both groups attended
Hannibal High School. In one group were eight mid-
dle-class boys who came from “good” families and were
perceived by the community as “going somewhere.”
Chambliss calls this group the “Saints.” The other group
consisted of six lower-class boys who were seen as headed
down a dead-end road. Chambliss calls this group the
“Roughnecks.”

Boys in both groups skipped school, got drunk, and did
a lot of fighting and vandalism. The Saints were actually
somewhat more delinquent, for they were truant more of-
ten and engaged in more vandalism. Yet the Saints had a
good reputation, while the Roughnecks were seen by

teachers, the police, and the general community as no
good and headed for trouble.

The boys’ reputations set them on distinct paths.
Seven of the eight Saints went on to graduate from col-
lege. Three studied for advanced degrees: One finished
law school and became active in state politics, one fin-
ished medical school, and one went on to earn a Ph.D.
The four other college graduates entered managerial or
executive training programs with large firms. After his
parents divorced, one Saint failed to graduate from high
school on time and had to repeat his senior year.
Although this boy tried to go to college by attending
night school, he never finished. He was unemployed the
last time Chambliss saw him.

In contrast, only four of the Roughnecks finished
high school. Two of these boys did exceptionally well in
sports and were awarded athletic scholarships to college.
They both graduated from college and became high
school coaches. Of the two others who graduated from
high school, one became a small-time gambler and the
other disappeared “up north,” where he was last reported
to be driving a truck. The two who did not complete
high school were convicted of separate murders and sent
to prison.

To understand what happened to the Saints and the
Roughnecks, we need to grasp both social structure and
social interaction. Using macrosociology, we can place
these boys within the larger framework of the U.S. so-
cial class system. This reveals how opportunities open
or close to people depending on their social class and
how people learn different goals as they grow up in dif-
ferent groups. We can then use microsociology to follow
their everyday lives. We can see how the Saints manip-
ulated their “good” reputations to skip classes and how
their access to automobiles allowed them to protect
those reputations by spreading their troublemaking around
different communities. In contrast, the Roughnecks,
who did not have cars, were highly visible. Their law-
breaking, which was limited to a small area, readily came
to the attention of the community. Microsociology also
reveals how their respective reputations opened doors of
opportunity to the first group of boys while closing
them to the other.

It is clear that we need both kinds of sociology, and both
are stressed in the following chapters.
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After making sure that their loved ones
are safe, one of the next steps people
take is to recover their possessions.The
cooperation that emerges among
people, as documented in the
sociological literature on natural
disasters, is illustrated here.

THROUGH THE AUTHOR’S LENS

When a Tornado Strikes
Social Organization Following a Natural Disaster

s I was watching television on March 20,

2003, I heard a report that a tornado had hit

Camilla, Georgia.“Like a big lawn mower,” the

report said, it had cut a path of destruction through

this little town. In its fury, the tornado had left

behind six dead and about 200 injured.

From sociological studies of natural disasters, I

knew that immediately after the initial shock the

survivors of natural disasters work together to try

to restore order to their disrupted lives. I wanted to

see this restructuring process firsthand.The next morning,

I took off for Georgia.

These photos, taken the day after the tornado struck, tell

the story of people in the midst of trying to put their lives

back together. I was impressed at how little time people

spent commiserating about their misfortune and how quickly

they took practical steps to restore their lives.

As you look at these photos, try to determine why you

need both microsociology and macrosociology to

understand what occurs after a natural disaster.

© James M. Henslin, all photos

a
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� No building or social institution escapes a
tornado as it follows its path of destruction.
Just the night before, members of this
church had held evening worship service.
After the tornado someone mounted a U.S.
flag on top of the cross, symbolic of the
church members’ patriotism and
religiosity—and of their enduring hope.

� Personsal relationships are essential in putting lives
together. Consequently, reminders of these relationships
are one of the main possessions that people attempt to
salvage.This young man, having just recovered the family
photo album, is eagerly reviewing the photos.

� In addition to the inquiring
sociologist, television teams also
were interviewing survivors and
photographing the damage.This
was the second time in just three
years that a tornado had hit this
neighborhood.

� The owners of this house invited me inside to
see what the tornado had done to their home. In
what had been her dining room, this woman is
trying to salvage whatever she can from the
rubble. She and her family survived by taking
refuge in the bathroom.They had been there only
five seconds, she said, when the tornado struck.

� Formal organizations also help the survivors of natural
disasters recover. In this neighborhood, I saw representatives
of insurance companies, the police, the fire department, and
an electrical co-op.The Salvation Army brought meals to
the neighborhood.

� For children, family photos are not
as important as toys.This girl has
managed to salvage a favorite toy,
which will help anchor her to her
previous life.

� A sign of the times. Like electricity and
gas, cable television also has to be restored
as soon as possible.
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SUMMARYand REVIEW
Levels of Sociological Analysis
What two levels of analysis do sociologists use?
Sociologists use macrosociological and microsociological
levels of analysis. In macrosociology, the focus is placed
on large-scale features of social life, while in microsociology,
the focus is on social interaction. Functionalists and con-
flict theorists tend to use a macrosociological approach,
while symbolic interactionists are more likely to use a mi-
crosociological approach. P. 86.

The Macrosociological Perspective:
Social Structure
How does social structure influence our behavior?
The term social structure refers to the social envelope
that surrounds us and establishes limits on our behavior.
Social structure consists of culture, social class, social sta-
tuses, roles, groups, and social institutions. Our location
in the social structure underlies our perceptions, atti-
tudes, and behaviors.

Culture lays the broadest framework, while social
class divides people according to income, education,
and occupational prestige. Each of us receives ascribed
statuses at birth; later we add achieved statuses. Our
behaviors and orientations are further influenced by the
roles we play, the groups to which we belong, and our
experiences with social institutions. These components
of society work together to help maintain social order.
Pp. 86–91.

What are social institutions?
Social institutions are the standard ways that a society de-
velops to meet its basic needs. As summarized in Figure
4.2 (page 92), industrial and postindustrial societies have
ten social institutions—the family, religion, education,
economics, medicine, politics, law, science, the military,
and the mass media. Pp. 91–92.

What social revolutions have transformed society?
The discovery that animals and plants could be domesti-
cated marked the first social revolution. This transformed
hunting and gathering societies into pastoral and
horticultural societies.The invention of the plow brought
about the second social revolution, as societies became
agricultural. The invention of the steam engine, which led
to industrial societies, marked the third social revolution.

The fourth social revolution was ushered in by the inven-
tion of the microchip, leading to the postindustrial or
information society. Another new type of society, the
biotech society, may be emerging. As in the previous so-
cial revolutions, little will remain the same. Our attitudes,
ideas, expectations, behaviors, relationships—all will be
transformed. Pp. 91–96.

What holds society together?
According to Emile Durkheim, in agricultural societies peo-
ple are united by mechanical solidarity (having similar
views and feelings). With industrialization comes organic
solidarity (people depend on one another to do their more
specialized jobs). Ferdinand Tönnies pointed out that the
informal means of control in Gemeinschaft (small, intimate)
societies are replaced by formal mechanisms in Gesellschaft
(larger, more impersonal) societies. Pp. 96–98.

The Microsociological Perspective:
Social Interaction in Everyday Life
What is the focus of symbolic interactionism?
In contrast to functionalists and conflict theorists, who,
as macrosociologists, focus on the “big picture,” symbolic
interactionists tend to be microsociologists, who focus on
face-to-face social interaction. Symbolic interactionists an-
alyze how people define their worlds and how their defi-
nitions, in turn, influence their behavior. Pp. 98–99.

How do stereotypes affect social interaction?
Stereotypes are assumptions of what people are like.
When we first meet people, we classify them according to
our perceptions of their visible characteristics. Our ideas
about those characteristics guide our behavior toward
them. Our behavior, in turn, may influence them to be-
have in ways that reinforce our stereotypes. Pp. 100–101.

Do all human groups share a similar sense of personal
space?
In examining how people use physical space, symbolic in-
teractionists stress that we surround ourselves with a “per-
sonal bubble” that we carefully protect. People from
different cultures use “personal bubbles” of varying sizes,
so the answer to the question is no. Americans typically
use four different “distance zones”: intimate, personal, so-
cial, and public. Pp. 100, 102.
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Summary and Review 113

What is dramaturgy?
Erving Goffman developed dramaturgy (or dramaturgi-
cal analysis), in which everyday life is analyzed in terms of
the stage. At the core of this analysis is impression man-
agement, our attempts to control the impressions we make
on others. Our performances often call for teamwork and
face-saving behavior. Pp. 102–105.

What is the social construction of reality?
The phrase the social construction of reality refers to how
we construct our views of the world, which, in turn, un-

derlie our actions. Ethnomethodology is the study of how
people make sense of everyday life. Ethnomethodologists
try to uncover background assumptions, our basic ideas
about the way life is. Pp. 105–109.

The Need for Both Macrosociology
and Microsociology
Why are both levels of analysis necessary?
Because each focuses on different aspects of the human ex-
perience, both microsociology and macrosociology are
necessary for us to understand social life. P. 109.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Where Can I Read More on This Topic?
Suggested readings for this chapter are listed at the back of this book.

What can you find in MySocLab?                     www.mysoclab.com
• Complete Ebook

• Practice Tests and Video and Audio activities

• Mapping and Data Analysis exercises

• Sociology in the News

• Classic Readings in Sociology

• Research and Writing advice

THINKING CRITICALLY about Chapter 4
1. The major components of social structure are

culture,social class, social status, roles, groups, and
social institutions. Use social structure to explain
why Native Americans have such a low rate of col-
lege graduation. (See Table 9.3 on page 248.)

2. Dramaturgy is a form of microsociology. Use drama-
turgy to analyze a situation with which you are inti-
mately familiar (such as interaction with your family
or friends, or in one of your college classes).

3. To illustrate why we need both macrosociology and
microsociology to understand social life, analyze the
situation of a student getting kicked out of college as
an example.
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