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Introduction

I I ave you ever wondered . . .

e How you can make a positive impact on the world?

e What sociologists do and what you can do with a sociology degree?
¢ How you can use sociological tools to help create social change?

e Why some of the most amazing people are sociologists?

If so, you have started reading the right book! In the following pages, you
will learn how sociologists are using sociological tools in a wide variety of
social justice efforts in the United States and across the globe. In each chap-
ter, inspiring sociologists share stories of how they have used sociology to
understand and influence the world around them.

As outlined in the Table of Contents, the chapters cover the key topics in
sociology courses. The discussion questions at the end of every chapter will
spark interesting and nuanced discussions, grounded in the “real world”
work of sociologists. We also have provided great web-based resources at
the end of each chapter and on the Sociologists in Action: Sociology, Social
Change, and Social Justice website for those who want to delve further into
the topics covered.

As sociologists, we are always on the lookout for patterns and there
are some key patterns that one can find right here in this book! As pub-
lic sociologists, all of the sociologists in action featured in this book use
sociological tools to make a tangible impact on society. They each fulfill
what Randall Collins (1998) calls the two core commitments of sociology:
developing and using the sociological eye and engaging in social activism.
They (1) use their “sociological eyes” to see beneath the surface of soci-
ety to notice and examine patterns of injustice and (2) actively confront
and alleviate those injustices. All, too, use what C. Wright Mills (1959)
described as the “sociological imagination™ to connect personal troubles
to public issues. Many describe in their pieces how their own experiences

xi
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with inequality made them notice patterns of inequality across society and
become eager to use sociological tools to address them.

After recruiting the contributors for Sociologists in Action, the three
editors of this book are more convinced than ever that many of the most
amazing people in the world are, indeed, sociologists. We are sure that you
will feel the same way after reading their stories. We also hope that you
will become inspired to follow in their footsteps and become a Sociologist
in Action yourself. Sociology is an exciting discipline that contains the tools
for tackling many of the social issues facing us today. We know you will
gain inspiration from the examples in this book of how sociology can be
used for social change and social justice, and we urge you to use the socio-
logical tools you are learning in your course to make a positive impact on
society!
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Chapter 1

The Sociological Perspective

In this chapter, four very different Sociologists in Action pieces provide
examples of how the sociological perspective can be used to understand
society and make a positive impact upon it. Each of the four stories illus-
trates the two core commitments of sociology, using the sociological eye to
notice social patterns and utilizing social activism to address social issues.
The authors also describe how they used their sociological imaginations to
relate their personal experiences to larger social issues and to their work as
sociologists.

Starting off this chapter with “Sociology: Promise and Potential Through
Praxis,” Cheryl Joseph vividly describes how her childhood experience of
temporarily moving to Los Angeles and falling from a comfortable working
class to a lower-class lifestyle “forced [her] to remove the blinders of familiar-
ity and look past a way of life [she] had assumed was normal.” This new per-
spective allowed her to start developing a sociological eye and notice patterns
in society of which she had been unaware. It also gave her the drive to use
her sociological imagination to critically analyze the world around her and
to find ways to “put sociology into action” and address inequities in society.

In the second piece in this chapter, “Human Rights and the Sociological
Imagination: How Sociologists Can Help Make the World a Better Place,”
Mayra Gomez’s work as a human rights advocate illustrates how the tools
and perspective of sociology can both illuminate and help efforts to allevi-
ate injustice. Gomez uses her sociological background, to great effect, in her
work with the Global Initiative for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
and other human rights organizations. In doing so, she has helped create
“concrete policy change” and a “more socially just world.”

“Stand Up and Speak Out,” Judith Wittner discusses how she enabled her
students to “look beyond the information given out by news sources . . . to
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question the motives of people in positions of authority, to learn why soci-
ety operates as it does, and to act on it.”In ceding the traditional power of
the professor in the classroom, she revealed that the individual “classroom
experience . . . [is] part of a politics of knowledge affecting subordinate
groups more generally.” She argues that such awareness “is a critical first
step toward building a citizenry liberated from mainstream media’s control
of political ideas and actions.”

In the final piece of this first chapter, Georgette Bennett shows how she
has used sociological tools “as a change agent and “action’ sociologist” dur-
ing the course of her life. Throughout her many successful careers, Bennett
has utilized her sociological background to make innumerable important,
positive impacts on our society. Her body of impressive work includes:
helping to create the first sex crime unit (now popularized on “Law and
Order: SVU”) and changing the systematic unequal treatment of women
in the NYPD; successful careers in broadcast journalism, public relations,
and marketing; and founding the Tannenbaum Center for Interreligious
Understanding. In every venue, Bennett has used “the unique tools of our
trade to make an impact on the world.”

SOCIOLOGY: PROMISE AND POTENTIAL THROUGH PRAXIS

Cheryl Joseph

Notre Dame de Namur University, Belmont, California

Sociology professor Cheryl Joseph received her doctoral degree from Wayne
State University in Detroit where she was born and raised. There, Dr. Joseph
began her advocacy against racism, sexism, poverty, militarism, urban demise,
and environmental degradation. Her 20-year position with a major airline
taught her about corporate operations in the global economy, as well as differ
ent cultures throughout the world. A faculty member of Notre Dame de Namur
University (NDNU) near San Francisco since 1988, her proudest contribution
is the Animals in Human Society concentration that she created within the
sociology major at NDNU. Dr. Joseph recently published Dealing With Difficult
People: It's a Zoo Out There (2010) and contributed a chapter to Teaching
the Animal: Human-Animal Studies Across the Disciplines (2010), edited by
Margaret DeMello.
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Unti] the age of 13 (in 1961), I lived in a comfortable working-class
neighborhood of Detroit, surrounded by factory-working fathers
and stay-at-home mothers with their flocks of postwar babies. Included
in this lifestyle was a stellar educational system and excellent health care
benefits made possible by the struggles of the labor union to which my dad
belonged. All this changed suddenly, however, during what Dr. Phil might
call a “defining moment.” My father, deadened by the stultifying effects
of assembly-line work and lured by his brother’s offer of a new start as a
small businessman, unceremoniously quit his job and uprooted the family
to begin a seemingly promising life in Los Angeles, California.

After selling the family home and driving cross-country, we arrived in
Los Angeles to begin our new lives. Regrettably, however, my uncle abruptly
backed out of the deal immediately upon our arrival. This left my parents and
me in an environment where we knew no one, had less than one year’s saving
to live on, and had only my dad’s skill as a television repairman to depend
on. Being more of a socialist than an entrepreneur, my father had no ability to
run a business. As such, our lives quickly spiraled downward. We had moved
from a spacious Cape Cod home with a sizeable yard to a cramped apart-
ment, from a neighborhood where children played safely outside after dark
to one where streets were lined with porno houses and derelicts.

Afrer a summer spent exploring this new city by bus (rather than the
bike I was accustomed to) with a cousin 2 years younger and 10 years more
mature than I, junior high school beckoned. 1 found myself, sans cousin,
in a friendless setting without my familiar clique. I resolved to take the
initiative and make friends. I was more lucky than adroit in this venture
as there were dozens of kids just like me—new to Los Angeles because
their tamilies sought a better life and desperate for friends. I recall one girl
I met that first day before classes had even begun. In those first moments,
“Pamela” told me she and her family, originally from rural Arkansas, were
living in their car until she could “make it” in the movie industry. I saw
Pamela only sporadically after that first day and after a few months, not
at all. Each time, she looked dirtier, gloomier, and more stressed. As far as
[ know, she never did make it to the silver screen. We were joined that first
day by “Kathleen,” who told us she was put on a bus in Idaho and sent
to live with relatives in Los Angeles because her mother could no longer
afford her. Later, I met “Sandy,” whose mother and siblings depended on
the income she derived from prostituting herself after school. Occasionally,
“Sandy” would show me the bruises she incurred from an abusive john.

On the other hand, the same school that served this underclass also
attracted students from the wealthier side of the city. I became friends with
“Rachel,” who would be delivered to school each day by the family’s driver.
Rachel would invite me to her home in the sumptuous canyons where her
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family “dressed” for dinner, and I learned to enjoy foods [ had never heard
of before. I became accustomed to hearing my classmates discussing the
movie stars who were living in their neighborhoods.

At the same time, the meager savings on which my own family depended
were dwindling quickly. After two years, we returned to Detroit with $60,
my dog, and whatever we could fit into the back of the station wagon. We
ate at truck stops instead of the family-style restaurants where we had dined
on the trip west. Instead of Holiday Inns with swimming pools, we slept in
places that can only generously be described as “dives.”

Back in Detroit, we were forced to live with relatives in a very small
house. With 10 of us and the family dog in tight confines, tensions were
inevitable. My family soon separated until we could afford a place of our
own. My dad stayed with his sister, my mom with a good friend, and I got
farmed out to whoever would take a 15-year-old and her dog. I moved a lot
that summer. I did not know at that time that my family was, by definition,
homeless. Life improved, however, when my father was hired back at his
previous job. With all the limitations of factory work, it nonetheless (thanks
to a strong union) provided my family the benefits of home ownership and
a college education for me.

I tell my story not because I enjoyed this trip down memory lane, but
because all of these experiences laid the foundation for my life as a sociolo-
gist and for the kind of sociology 1 practice. These encounters forced me to
remove the blinders of familiarity and look past a way of life I had assumed
was normal. In order to understand the lives of my new-found friends,
I had to critically examine their worlds and my own. I learned to appreciate
and empathize rather than criticize. These life events helped me develop my
sociological perspective. At the same time, I found the ability to connect
personal troubles to public issues, what C. Wright Mills termed the “socio-
logical imagination,” invaluable to understanding the connections between
such social structures as the economy and the individual problems that my
friends, family, and [ incurred.

[t was these lessons, in addition to the sociology-as-action approach, that
[ wanted to convey to my students when [ began teaching sociology. Students
in my Social Problems classes, for example, spent time in soup kitchens and
homeless shelters engaged in participant observation. As part of a county-
wide census, one project took them to the streets of San Francisco after
midnight to count those individuals sleeping in doorways and cars, and
on park benches or pavement. In another class, students were required to
simulate a day in the life of a mother on welfare. With only $5 and a doll
that represented an infant-in-arms, they had to navigate the neighborhood
using only public transportation. They were instructed to find the nearest
welfare office, buy groceries for the day, and go to the elementary school



