


Epilogue: Why Major in Sociology? 


As you explored social life in this textbook, I hope that you found yourself thinking along with me. If so, you should have gained a greater understanding of why people think, feel, and act as they do—as well as insights into why you view life the way you do. Developing your sociological imagination was my intention in writing this book. I have sincerely wanted to make sociology come alive for you.


Majoring in Sociology


If you feel a passion for peering beneath the surface—for seeking out the social influences in people’s lives, and for seeing these influences in your own life—this is the best reason to major in sociology. As you take more courses in sociology, you will continue this enlightening process of social discovery. As your sociological imagination grows, you will become increasingly aware of how social factors underlie human �behavior.


In addition to people who have a strong desire to continue this fascinating process of social discovery, there is a second type of person whom I also urge to major in sociology. Let’s suppose that you have a strong, almost unbridled sense of wanting to explore many aspects of life. Let’s also assume that because you have so many interests, you can’t make up your mind about what you want to do with your life. You can think of so many things you’d like to try, but for each one there are other possibilities that you find equally as compelling. Let me share what one student who read this text wrote me:


I’d love to say what my current major is—if only I truly knew. I know that the major you choose to study in college isn’t necessarily the field of work you’ll be going into. I’ve heard enough stories of grads who get jobs in fields that are not even related to their majors to believe it to a certain extent. My only problem is that I’m not even sure what it is I want to study, or what I truly want to be in the future for that matter.


The variety of choices I have left open for myself are very wide, which creates a big problem, because I know I have to narrow it down to just one, which isn’t something easy at all for me. It’s like I want to be the best and do the best (medical doctor), yet I also wanna do other things (such as being a paramedic, or a cop, or firefighter, or a pilot), but I also realize I’ve only got one life to live. So the big question is: What’s it gonna be?


This note reminded me of myself. In my reply, I said:


You sound so much like myself when I was in college. In my senior year, I was plagued with uncertainty about what would be the right course for my life. I went to a counselor and took a vocational aptitude test. I still remember the day when I went in for the test results. I expected my future to be laid out for me, and I hung on every word. But then I heard the counselor say, “Your tests show that mortician should be one of your vocational choices.”


Mortician! I almost fell off my chair. That choice was so far removed from anything that I wanted that I immediately gave up on such tests.


I like your list of possibilities: physician, cop, firefighter, and paramedic. In addition to these, mine included cowboy, hobo, and beach bum. One day, I was at the dry cleaners (end of my sophomore year in college), and the guy standing next to me was a cop. We talked about his job, and when I left the dry cleaners, I immediately went to the police station to get an application. I found out that I had to be 21, and I was just 20. I went back to college.


I’m very happy with my choice. As a sociologist, I am able to follow my interests. I was able to become a hobo (or at least a traveler and able to experience different cultural settings). As far as being a cop, I developed and taught a course in the sociology of law.


One of the many things I always wanted to be was an author. I almost skipped graduate school to move to Greenwich Village and become a novelist. The problem was that I was too timid, too scared of the unknown—and I had no support at all—to give it a try. My ultimate choice of sociologist has allowed me to fulfill this early dream.


It is sociology’s breadth that is so satisfying to those of us who can’t seem to find the limit to our interests, who can’t pin ourselves down to just one thing in life. Sociology covers all of social life. Anything and everything that people do is part of sociology. For those of us who feel such broad, and perhaps changing interests, sociology is a perfect �major.


But what if you already have a major picked out, yet you really like thinking sociologically? You can minor in sociology. Take sociology courses that continue to pique your sociological imagination. Then after college, continue to stimulate your sociological interests through your reading, including novels. This ongoing development of your sociological imagination will serve you well as you go through life.


But What Can You Do With a Major in Sociology?


I can just hear someone say: “That’s fine for you, since you became a sociologist. I don’t want to go to graduate school, though. I just want to get my bachelor’s degree and get out of college and get on with life. So, how can a bachelor’s in sociology help me?”


This is a fair question. Just what can you do with a bachelor’s degree in sociology?


A few years ago, in my sociology department we began to develop a concentration in applied sociology. At that time, since this would be a bachelor’s degree, I explored this very question. I was surprised at the answer: Almost anything!


It turns out that most employers don’t care what you major in. (Exceptions are some highly specialized fields such as nursing, computers, and engineering.) Most employers just want to make certain that you have completed college, and for most of them one degree is the same as another. College provides the base on which the employer builds.


Because you have your bachelor’s degree—no matter what it is in—employers assume that you are a responsible person. This credential implies that you have proven yourself: You were able to stick with a four-year course, you showed up for classes, listened to lectures, took notes, passed tests, and carried out whatever assignments you were given. On top of this base of presumed responsibility, employers add the specifics necessary for you to perform their particular work, whether that be in sales or service, in insurance, banking, retailing, marketing, product development, or whatever.


If you major in sociology, then, you don’t have to look for a job as a sociologist. If you ever decide to go on for an advanced degree, that’s fine. But such plans are not necessary. The bachelor’s in sociology can be your passport to most types of work in society.


Final Note


I want to conclude by stressing the reason to major in sociology that goes far beyond how you are going to make a living. It is the sociological perspective itself, the way of thinking and understanding that sociology provides. Wherever your path in life may lead, the sociological perspective will accompany you.


You are going to live in a fast-paced, rapidly-changing society that, with all its conflicting crosscurrents, is going to be in turmoil. The sociological perspective will cast a different light on life’s events, allowing you to perceive them in more insightful ways. As you watch television, attend a concert, converse with a friend, listen to a boss or co-worker—you will be more aware of the contexts that underlie such behavior. The sociological perspective that you develop as you major in sociology will equip you to view what happens to you in life differently from someone who does not have your sociological background. Even events in the news will look different to you.


The final question that I want to leave you with, then, is, “If you enjoy sociology, why not major in it?”


With my best wishes for your success in life,
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