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PREFACE

If you like to watch people and try to figure out why they
do what they do, you will like sociology. Sociology pries
open the doors of society, so you can see what goes on be-
hind them.

In this book, you will especially see how social class
sets us on different paths in life, how in one direction
they lead to better health, more education, higher in-
come, even better marriages—and in the other to more
illness and disease, dropping out of school, low income,
and higher chances of having your marriage fail. Those
paths even affect your chances of making it to your first
birthday, as well as of getting in trouble with the police—
and of reading this book in the first place.

When I took my first course in sociology, I was
“hooked.” Seeing how marvelously my life had been af-
fected by these larger group influences opened my eyes to
a new world, one that has been fascinating to explore. I
hope that this will be your experience also.

From how people become homeless to how they be-
come presidents, from why women are treated as second-
class citizens around the world to why people commit
suicide—all are part of sociology. This breadth, in fact, is
what makes sociology so intriguing. We can place the socio-
logical lens on broad features of society, such as social class,
gender, and race, and then immediately turn our focus on
the small-scale level. If we look at two people interacting—
whether quarreling or kissing—we see how these broad fea-
tures of society are being played out in their lives.

We aren’t born with instincts. We don’t come into
this world with preconceived notions of what life should
be like. At birth, we have no ideas of race, gender, age,
social class, of how people “ought” to be. Yet we all learn

such things as part of growing up in our society. Uncover-
ing the “hows” and the “whys” of this process is also part
of sociology’s fascination.

One of sociology’s many pleasures is that as we study
life in groups (which can be taken as a definition of sociol-
ogy), whether those groups be in some far off part of the
world (if there still are far-off places) or in some nearby cor-
ner of our own society, we constantly gain insights into our
own selves. As we see how their customs affect them, effects
of our own society on ourselves become more visible.

You can look forward to reading this book, then, for
it can lead you to a new way of looking at the social
world—and in the process, help you to better understand
both society and yourself.

I have done my best to communicate the fascination
of sociology in a down-to-earth manner. If there are sec-
tions of this text that you especially enjoy, or that you
wish to comment on for whatever reason, don’t hesitate
to write me. | enjoy communicating with students.
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