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When it comes to love, the decisions people make do
not simply result from the process philosophers call “free
will” Sociology teaches
us that the social world
guides all our life choices
in much the same way
that the seasons influence our clothing and activities.

The author's Web site is a great
resource for new sociologists:
http://www.TheSociologyPage.
com (or www.macionis.com).

The Sociological Perspective

Sociology is the systematic study of human society. At the
heart of sociology is a special point of view called the
sociological perspective.

SEEING THE GENERAL IN THE PARTICULAR

Years ago, Peter Berger (1963) described the sociological
perspective as seeing the general in the particular. By this he
meant that sociologists look for general patterns in the be-
havior of particular people. Although every individual is
unique, a society shapes the lives of its members. Here in the
United States, for example, people expect to be in love with
the person they marry, an idea almost unknown among, say,
people living in a traditional village in rural Pakistan.

In addition, any society shapes the lives of people in
various categories (such as children and adults, women and
men, the rich and the poor). In a classic study of women’s
hopes for their marriages, for example, Lillian Rubin (1976)
found that higher-income women typically expected the
men they married to be sensitive to others, to talk readily,
and to share feelings and experiences. Lower-income
women, she found, had very different expectations and were
looking for men who did not drink too much, were not vio-
lent, and held steady jobs.

Obviously, what women think they can expect in a
marriage partner has a lot to do with social class position. In
general, people who come from more privileged social
backgrounds tend to be more confident and optimistic
about their lives. This is not surprising when we realize that
they have more opportunities as well as the training and
skills to take advantage of them. We begin to think sociolog-
ically by realizing how the society we live in—as well as the
general categories into which we fall within that society—
shapes our particular life experiences.

~ YOUR TURN

How do you think your social class background shapes the
kind of job you expect to have after you graduate? What
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effect did your background have on your decision to go to
college?

SEEING THE STRANGE IN THE FAMILIAR

At first, using the sociological perspective is seeing the
strange in the familiar. Imagine a young woman walking up
to a young male friend and saying, “You fit all the right so-
cial categories, which means you would make a wonderful
husband!” We are used to thinking that people fall in love
and decide to marry based on personal feelings. But the
sociological perspective reveals the initially strange idea that
society shapes what we think and do.

Because we live in an individualistic society, learning to
see how society affects us may take a bit of practice. If some-
one asked you why you “chose” to enroll at your particular
college, you might offer one of the following reasons:

“I wanted to stay close to home.”
“I got a basketball scholarship.”

“With a journalism degree from this university, I can
get a good job.”

“My girlfriend goes to school here”
“I didn’t get into the school I really wanted to attend.”

Such responses may well be true. But do they tell the whole
story?

Thinking sociologically about going to college, it’s im-
portant to realize that only about 5 out of every 100 people
in the world earn a col-
lege degree. Even in the
United States a century
ago, going to college was
not an option for most people. Today, going to college is
within the reach of far more people. But a look around the
classroom shows that social forces still have much to do
with who goes to college. Most U.S. college students are
young, generally between eighteen and about thirty. Why?
Because in our society, attending college is linked to this
period of life. But more than age is involved, because fewer
than half of all young men and women actually end up on
campus.

Another factor is cost. Because higher education is so
expensive, college students tend to come from families with
above-average incomes. As Chapter 20 (“Education”) ex-
plains, if you are lucky enough to belong to a family earning
more than $75,000 a year, you are almost three times as like-
ly to go to college as someone whose family earns less than
$20,000. Is it reasonable, in light of these facts, to say that at-
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