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Preface

This book explores sociology and the sociology of youth, and their signifi-
cance for professionals working with young people. It is aimed at two
constituencies. Principally, it addresses students on university courses
preparing them for practitioner roles (youth workers, social workers,
teachers, personal advisers, drugs workers and so on) and who are working
to gain an understanding and capacity to theorize and explain young
people’s lives and experiences. The book will also appeal to established
practitioners who want to reflect on their own work in order to better
understand and explain the complexity and nuances of young people’s
lives by drawing on the sociology of youth. The book is intended to enhance
an inquisitive and critical understanding of the concept of youth.

As a social category, youth as currently understood emerged as a conse-
quence of rapid changes in the nineteenth century, associated particularly
with shifts from so-called traditional societies to industrial, urban and capi-
talist modernity. Modern societies should not be seen as homogeneous.
They are much more plural and ambiguous than some accounts suggest,
with aspects of what is understood as ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ existing
side by side. In such societies, young people became progressively posi-
tioned in a kind of structural ‘no-person’s land’ leading to them frequently
being understood and represented in deeply problematic and pathological
terms. Youth (in the West, at least) has historically been situated on the
boundary between constancy and change and in that sense is a liminal
category, symbolically powerful and dangerous. Recent events in North
Africa, the Middle East and Europe, including the UK (in nation states that
include variously articulated aspects of tradition and modernity that exist
sometimes in tension and at others in harmony), have demonstrated young
people’s capacity — their agency — to transgress some of the boundaries
within which they have been locked. This makes the task of theorizing
youth complex.

In some ways, generation relations in the West and elsewhere (as power
relations) seem to have altered in certain respects in recent times. Youth’s
cultural and social capitals, increasingly embodied in digital technologies
and practices, partially displace the cultural authority of an adult elite,
contribute to apparently widening social distance and in some circum-
stances lead to declining trust between generations. This is expressed in
some young people’s visceral hatred of adults who symbolize illegitimate

xi



Xii Preface

authority: politicians, police, teachers, social workers and others. Social
policy has, too often, contributed to some young people’s marginal status.

In sociology, the concept of youth has shifted to take account of the
multiple experiences that constitute young people’s lives against the back-
drop of a world in which some aspects have changed radically while others
have remained obstinately persistent. Some of these changes are associated
with global processes that have become increasingly significant in reconfig-
uring how the social world is imagined and experienced (the growth of
digital technology and social media, and increasing global flows of know-
ledge and people, for example). However, structures of opportunity invari-
ably mirror, reproduce and exacerbate earlier patterns of inequality that are
familiar across the modern world. In this broad context, sociologists have
described and explained youth through accounts that focus on social rela-
tions (youth as occupying a special, often subordinate, position in relation
to other social groups), social processes (youth as an emergent and transi-
tional category and experience) and social difference (youth marked out
through age, class, race, gender, sexuality and so on). These arguments
reflect different underlying sociological perspectives and preoccupations.
Inevitably, different approaches have been variously combined to generate
novel theorizations of youth.

In the UK and in similar societies, various youth practices have developed
over the last century or so (youth work or youth social work, for example).
These have become professionalized and increasingly knowledge-based. This
book reflects a conviction that sociology and, perhaps, sociologists have
something important to say about the social world especially to those working
professionally with young people. I am convinced that practitioners working
with children and young people in a range of disciplines have much to learn
from good sociology. Arguably, this is particularly so in circumstances where
professional work with young people is contested and challenged, perhaps by
recurrent disagreement about what it is for, what it seeks to achieve and why,
inevitably, it is not always successful. Good sociological knowledge has the
capacity to identify the, sometimes intractable, powers that shape the social
world and that confront (or sometimes support) the interventions of practi-
tioners. A critical and realistic appreciation of these factors can release practi-
tioners from anxiety about their own capacity to intervene and change things
by explaining how power ‘works’ in modern societies. In the context of
‘deficit reduction’ policies that disproportionately affect public professionals
(and their clients), the organizations and services in which they work, these
are vital understandings that this book seeks to cultivate.

The book considers these perspectives, positions and arguments and
their relevance to youth practitioners.

The book is made up of eight chapters. Chapter 1 introduces sociology,
considering its origins in the fundamental social changes that brought
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about European modernity, and it points to a distinctive imagination that
captures a specifically social world. The chapter considers contemporary
understandings of youth as a social category with its own characteristics,
needs and problems in the context of shifts from traditional to industrial,
urban and capitalist societies.

Chapter 2, although specific to the UK, explores young people’s experi-
ences of growing up since the Second World War. The chapter’s analysis
could be applied to similar countries although the social policy details
referred to might vary. The broad argument is that public policy frameworks
(in this instance beginning with the welfare state) shape young people’s
worlds through the particular structures of social and economic provision
(and thus opportunity or disadvantage) that are provided. Representations
of youth and how youth is understood as a social category intersect with
the development of policy and practice interventions. This implies an
implicit reflexive relationship between youth, on the one hand, and social
policy and professional practices on the other.

Chapter 3 considers the concept of identity as constituted in relations of
similarity and difference, and its relevance to understanding youth. Iden-
tity matters become significant when identity itself is brought into ques-
tion. In other words, identity is a consequence of the changes that configure
modernity and, especially, late modernity in which social difference such as
class, gender or race became increasingly important. The chapter considers
family, community, friendship and other personal relationships as sites of
identity formation and construction.

Chapter 4 continues the exploration of the concept of identity particu-
larly from the perspective of similarity and difference. Are the factors that
make young people similar to one another as significant as those that make
them different? The importance of generation is considered and the chapter
identifies social class, gender and sexuality and race and ethnicity as specific
examples of social difference that differentiate individuals’ and groups’
access to social power.

In Chapter S, youth is considered as a focus of social anxiety, the concept
of moral panic often mapping the social processes through which youth and
young people come to be seen as problematic. Youth has become a sort of
screen onto which broader anxieties about social change (specifically adult
anxieties) have been projected and through which they are symbolized,
often by the popular media.

Chapter 6 explores how space and place locate and constitute youth in
the contemporary world. In the chapter, space is considered in social,
material, and virtual dimensions. Place, it is suggested, is an aspect of space
that is invested with specific cultural meaning by those for whom it assumes
significance. Particular places (a shopping mall, a youth club or a sports
arena, for example) provide settings in which young people’s individual
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and collective biographies are imagined, lived and experienced. Chapter 6
also suggests how patterns of opportunity and inequality are invariably
spatialized and how growing up in particular geographic regions, for
example, shapes the nature and experience of youth.

Chapter 7 discusses globalization and citizenship and their implications
for social change and social constancy. Processes of globalization univer-
salize youth through constructing potential shared interests and solidari-
ties, and simultaneously fragment and differentiate youth by creating
patterns of inequality in relation to economic and cultural assets. Citizen-
ship appears to be predicated on the idea of the nation state and Chapter 7
discusses two constitutive aspects of citizenship: citizenship as entitlement
(for example social or civil entitlement) and as practice (as ‘good citizen-
ship’). It is relatively easy to see how these might be enacted in the context
of the nation state but matters become more complex in a globalized world.

Chapter 8 argues that sociology is important for professionals engaged
in work with young people and communities. In particular, it considers
the production of sociological knowledge, including that by practitioner-
sociologists, and professionals (such as youth practitioners) for whose work
sociological understanding can contribute an important critical dimension.

Each of the chapters includes activities and exercises that are designed to
encourage readers to explore aspects of their own experience and work with
young people from a sociological perspective. Some of these draw on
popular cultural sources (novels and films, for example) to exemplify and
illustrate questions that are raised in the text. These activities can be
completed by individuals or, even better, collectively in reading groups or
class groups, and they are intended to provide opportunities to reflect criti-
cally and imaginatively in a spirit of curiosity. Further reading is suggested
at the end of each chapter.
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1
Sociology Matters

Sociological Perspectives and Young People

Introduction

This book begins from the conviction that sociology has great potential in
helping youth practitioners understand young people, the world they live
in and the professional practices that aim to support them. Sociology
involves a special and unique way of thinking about the world that the
book will introduce.

Insofar as thinking leads to doing, the aim is to influence how readers
approach their practice with young people and communities. Sociological
thinking aims to provide resources for analysis and change and is therefore
inevitably implicated in questions of politics and power. Sociological analysis
points to difficult questions that are sometimes problematic for government
and decision makers: questions of freedom and security, wealth and poverty,
consensus and conflict, stability and change. These are matters that those in
power may prefer to ignore but for practitioners with young people, they are
fundamental to day-to-day practice. The intention of this book is to open
such questions to the sociological imagination so that youth practitioners —
as practitioner-sociologists — can better understand their implications.

Most introductions to sociology refer to the ways in which societies
shape the beliefs, conduct and identities of their members. Society is consti-
tuted in the groups to which people belong (families, communities or
classes, for example), the institutions through which the social world is
organized (education, welfare systems, politics and the law, for example),
and the shared cultures and practices which differentiate one society from
another. Essentially, sociologists claim that there is something important
and unique about the social that helps us to understand a range of impor-
tant questions. Sociologists are interested in questions like, “‘Why do people
(as shoppers, football fans or young men, for example) behave as they do?
Are people born or made? Are people social or individual beings or both?’
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Such questions underpin sociological and broader philosophical debates
that have, sometimes, run on for centuries. This book will engage with
some of these questions and offer an understanding of them in the context
of professional work with young people.

Chapter 1 outlines sociology and the unique perspectives that it offers.
As a discipline, sociology seeks knowledge and understanding of the social
world through rigorous research, reflection and theorization. Many of the
areas that sociologists are interested in are ordinary and everyday and will
be familiar to many youth practitioners. Examples might be: how can shop-
lifting be understood in societies obsessed with shopping; does celebrity
culture shape young people’s aspirations and ambitions; are young men'’s
views of what it means to be a young man in contemporary Britain shaped
by biological or social factors; how and why has football become so estab-
lished in some national cultures and not others; how does popular music
help young people to express their sense of identity; and how are young
people’s emotions shaped by social processes and institutions?

A Brief History
Sociology as a Modern ‘Science’

Before looking at the broad issues that sociological thinking can illumi-
nate, this chapter briefly explores sociology’s beginnings. The historical
context can help us to define and understand some of the questions that
sociologists are interested in looking at and the broad positions that they
occupy. Sociological approaches draw on rational analytical thought. This
involves identifying a problem, seeking, evaluating and interpreting
evidence, and drawing conclusions. This approach underlies all scientific
endeavours and derives from the philosophies of the classical world, but
sociology, as the science of society, is a product of the ‘modern’ industrial
and scientific age. It is these ‘modern’ origins of sociological thought that
are considered here,

As science and rational thought began to offer an alternative to the domi-
nant religious world view in late eighteenth-century Europe and America,
social philosophers and scientists began to apply the tools of reason (logic
and scientific method in particular) to social life itself. The optimistic aim of
these ‘logical positivist’ social philosophers was simple. By painstakingly
gathering facts, creating theories and testing them, they believed that every-
thing was ultimately knowable and the mysteries of the universe would
eventually become accessible to the scientists’ investigations.

The first use of the term sociology is usually credited to a French philoso-
pher, Auguste Comte (1798-1857), who argued that his new science of
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sociology had the capacity to define what should count as human progress
and flourishing (Comte, 2010: 802). This is quite a claim, particularly as
friends, adversaries or neighbours might disagree about what progress
would look like and how human flourishing should be defined.

However, for the early sociologists, the so-called scientific method offered
the guarantee that its reflections would lead to truth. Comte held the firm
conviction that society could be studied scientifically through the methods
of observation, experimentation and comparison that had developed
within the natural sciences such as chemistry and biology. He also identi-
fied the sociological problems of social change and social stability and was
determined to discover what appeared to him to be specific laws governing
social order, what he called ‘social statics’, and those governing social
change, ‘social dynamics’. For Comte, the purpose of his ‘new science’ of
society — sociology — was to uncover underlying universal laws that deter-
mined the ebb and flow of social life. As such, he was interested in similar
problems to many contemporary sociologists.

Over to you...

Critical reflection

The idea of progress is quite complex and looking at the world around us it is difficult to
believe that any of the early sociologists’ convictions have counted for much at all. What
would count as progress and whose progress would it be? What ideas of progress do
you think underlie current political party positions in your own country?

What about the question of ‘human flourishing’? In your view, what would a ‘flourishing
human being' be like and what kinds of social conditions and arrangements would be in
place to encourage that? Should practitioners with young people be concerned with
human flourishing and, if so, how does your work contribute?

One of the important, continuous defining features of the sociological
perspective has been its combination of scientific method and moral
concern. Despite claims for the ‘value free’ and scientific status of sociology,
its origins and development have always been implicitly or explicitly
connected with notions of improving the human condition.

Sociology is not only a body of abstract ideas and thought. It has to be
understood in its material setting as well. The development of sociology was
intimately bound up with the tumultuous happenings in the French and
American revolutions of the late eighteenth century. The earliest sociolo-



