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Preface

t wasn’t until I was about halfway through my first decade of

teaching that I finally had the opportunity to teach Introduction
to Sociology. Did I want to teach intro? You bet! I was ecstatic. I
had been teaching various upper-division classes—research meth-
ods, social theory, criminology, law and society—but I wanted to
be the one who introduced sociology to students. I wanted to
share with students the enthusiasm that I felt for the entire socio-
logical enterprise and to expose them to the power of sociological
thought.

I tried to create an introductory course that would speak to the
typical first-year student who isn’t planning on majoring in soci-
ology and, indeed, may not even know what sociology is. Even
among sociology majors, very few plan on becoming sociologists.
Each semester, I ask my beginning students, “Why are you here?
What is it about sociology that interests you?” The very charitable
say, “I don’t know what sociology is, but I am sure that it will be
interesting.” Mostly, students are honest: “I'm here to fulfill my
general education requirements.” A few are more specific: “I have
to take a social science class and my advisor said that sociology is
easier than economics or political science.”

I knew that once these students discovered sociology, they
would find merit in it. Even if they didn’t major in sociology, they
would come away from the class with some important life knowl-
edge. I quote Robert Bierstedt (1960) on my syllabus: “Sociology
owns a proper place not only among the sciences, but also among
the arts that liberate the human mind.” I paraphrase Peter Berger
(1963, 23) to suggest that students will find one of the most impor-
tant lessons of sociology to be that “things are not what they
seem”—that sociological training encourages people to look
beyond the surface and to be suspicious of what “everybody
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knows.” I tell them that it hardly matters what sort of career they
are working toward: Learning how to be skeptical and how to
think like a sociologist will help them understand and resolve
complex and abstract problems on the job.

So, I knew how I wanted to structure the course—we would
learn the basic concepts and then talk and read about how these
worked in the real world. But I couldn’t find a textbook whose
author had anticipated my wishes. I wanted a book that would
introduce students to sociology’s foundational concepts—the sci-
entific method, culture, social structure, socialization, deviance,
inequality. I wanted a book that would not bury those concepts
inside of tons of empirical information, but would present them in
such a way that students could gain enough understanding to
apply them to what they read elsewhere and what they encoun-
tered in life. It was the sociological perspective I wanted these stu-
dents to come away with, not the details.

I was encouraged to pursue this vision by something I read in
an article by Frederick Campbell, a sociologist from the Univer-
sity of Washington. In the book he co-edited with Hubert Blalock
and Reece McGee, Campbell wrote that undergraduate courses in
sociology ought to focus on principles rather than facts: “The mas-
tery of sociology has a different meaning in the context of under-
graduate education than in vocational training or a graduate
program. A baccalaureate degree in sociology seldom prepares a
student for a specific occupation or to pursue independent re-
search. Emphasis on the subject matter, then, has little value if it
means memorizing material that will soon go out of date for a job
that does not exist. Mastery should move away from factual
material and focus instead on the development of the mind”
(1985, 13).

The longer I taught introductory sociology, however, the greater
became my frustration with the available instructional material.
So, one summer, I sat down to write some introductory and back-
ground materials for my students. My idea was that I would intro-
duce them to the concepts that sociologists use, and we would
then apply these to what we read in a variety of sociological arti-
cles and to what we encountered in real life (and in the media). My
goal was to provide my students with the tools they needed to
understand the social world through the eyes of sociologists. As
everyone who has taught introductory courses probably knows,
the foundational concepts of our discipline are not simple ones,
and many students resist them. My goal was not to simplify the
concepts, but to make them accessible to students.

The set of essays I wrote that summer—on the history of soci-
ology, the vocabulary of science, culture, social structure, social-



ization, deviance, and inequality—seemed to serve my students
well. After students read them, we moved on with our shared
vocabulary to other works by sociologists and to discussions of
how these concepts applied to the real world. It worked. It was as
Peter Berger had promised in his Invitation to Sociology: “It is not
the excitement of coming upon the totally unfamiliar, but rather
the excitement of finding the familiar becoming transformed in its
meaning. The fascination of sociology lies in the fact that its per-
spective makes us see in a new light the very world in which we
have lived all our lives” (1963, 21). Although I omitted much that
is found in the typical sociology text (there are no chapters on
family, religion, or politics), the concepts I did focus on (institu-
tions, roles, values, and so on) allowed us to have relatively
sophisticated discussions of those topics.

Be warned: I am not one of those sociologists who write in
what Peter Berger called “a barbaric dialect.” I've taken C. Wright
Mills’s caution to heart: “To get beyond sociological prose we
must get beyond the sociologist’s pose.” Notwithstanding the fact
that I once had a book rejected by a noted university press because
it was “too much of a good read,” I've persisted in my casual style
and, whenever I couldn’t help it, have indulged my odd sense of
humor. Many sociological concepts are very complex, and I think
I have done justice to that complexity, but I have tried to do it in
ways that are accessible to students.

INSTRUCTOR’S MANUAL WITH TEST ITEMS

I have written an instructor’s manual with test items. In addition
to the usual test items (containing multiple choice, true/false, and
essay discussion questions), I have included discussion questions
and activities, examples of lectures, and tips specifically targeting
new instructors.

THE PRACTICAL SKEPTIC: READINGS IN SOCIOLOGY

Created to serve as a companion to the text, The Practical Skeptic:
Core Concepts in Sociology, this reader, The Practical Skeptic: Read-
ings in Sociology, includes classic sociological writings as well as
recent writings on fascinating topics of interest to students. Corre-
sponding to the conceptual organization of the text, each of the
readings serves to illustrate key sociological concepts and ideas. A
separate printed test bank for the reader is available. It contains
multiple choice, true/false, and essay discussion questions for
each reading.
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Introduction

I I ave you ever caught yourself thinking about things that
people do? Have you ever asked yourself, for example, ques-
tions about everyday things like these:

Why do some students always sit in the back of the classroom
while others always sit in the front?

Why do African Americans on campus frequently say “hi” to
other African Americans, even if they don’t know them?

Why do we dress baby girls in pink and baby boys in blue?

Why do people generally not look at one another in
elevators—and always face front?

Why do young men, but not young women, spit?

Why do we go to such lengths to pretend we aren’t embar-
rassed when we have to get naked in front of a doctor?

Why do people from small towns tend to act differently from
people from big cities?

Why are most people less willing to seek professional help for
mental or emotional problems than for physical problems?

Sociologists are trained to find answers to questions about peo-
ple’s behavior. We are especially interested in understanding the
effects that people have on one another.

Sociologists are convinced that much of people’s behavior is a
result of what other people do. If a sociologist reviewed the ques-
tions just listed, he or she would likely say that many of these
behaviors result from how people are influenced by others.

This sociological conviction might offend you. Certainly I like
to think of myself as independent-minded; you, too, may like to
think that your behaviors are a result of choices you have made
out of your own free will. But allow me to persuade you that to
understand people’s behavior and the choices they make, it is
important to take into account the influence of others in their
environment.
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Even when we think we are making our own choices, often
we are only picking from the fairly limited range of options that
others allow us. The simple fact is that, depending on your posi-
tion in society—your age, gender, race, social class, and so on—
people expect and allow different things of you. Society places
restrictions on your behavior with very little regard for your
preferences.

Of course, you can choose not to live up to society’s expecta-
tions, but if you decide to be contrary, you will pay a price. And,
depending on the seriousness of your infraction, that price can
range from endless nagging by your parents to a prison sentence
and even to death!

Consider marriage. Surely the decisions whether to get mar-
ried, whom to marry, and when are very personal decisions. Actu-
ally, they are not, really. Examine this matter carefully and you
will find that your marital choices are rather restricted. For exam-
ple, in the United States, you can only be married to one person at
a time. And (at least for the time being) you can only marry a per-
son of the opposite sex. Until the late 1960s, many states even had
laws requiring people to marry within their own racial group—if
you broke these laws, you could be sent to prison or exiled from
the state.!

Chances are, your family places even more restrictions on your
marriage choices. Have you noticed that there are, in effect, family
“rules” about whom you can marry? These rules may be unspo-
ken, but clear: Your parents may wish you to wed someone of
your own race and religion and from the same educational and
social class background. Of course, there is no law that says family
rules must be followed, but we all know that families have ways
of making us suffer.

Even your friends may restrict your marriage (and dating)
choices. Consider how they would make you suffer if you started
to date some seriously weird geek.

You really have to wonder, why does everyone care so much
about who we marry? Now that is a sociological question!

So, What Is Sociology?

Here is a technical definition of sociology: Sociology is the scientific
study of interactions and relations among human beings.

!Some states have never rescinded these laws, but because such racial restrictions
were ruled unconstitutional by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1967, even where they do
exist, they do not have the force of law.



The Value of Sociology to Students

I hope the word “scientific” caught your attention. Including
that word in the definition is a reminder that sociologists try to be
very careful about how they find answers to their questions. Soci-
ologists do not want their answers to be contaminated by bias or
emotion or faulty logic. Therefore, as much as possible, they apply
the scientific method to their sociological inquiries.

The Value of Sociology to Students

The goal of this book, and this course, is not so much to introduce
you to new worlds as it is to inspire you to take a long hard look
at familiar ones. And, I promise you, the reward for doing that
will be much greater than the simple gratification of intellectual
curiosity. There will be many practical rewards.

The practical value of taking a sociology course is that what
you learn, by definition, never will be irrelevant to your life—present
and future. Each of us lives in the social world; each of us is influ-
enced by others and—to some extent—hopes to influence others.
Studying sociology will strengthen your ability to understand
how the social world operates and what your place is in it. More-
over, studying sociology will enhance your ability to act effec-
tively in the social world.

Just to whet your appetite, let me share with you one of the
most basic sociological truths as it was put into words in 1928 by
the sociologist W. I. Thomas: “If people define situations as real,
they are real in their consequences.” The Thomas theorem articu-
lated the sociological finding that had escaped many nonsociolog-
ical observers. If one truly wants to understand why people do
the things they do, one must take into account not only what is
really going on in a particular situation, but what people think is
going on. For example, if moviegoers believe the theater is on fire,
they will react to the threat as if it were real, even if there is no fire.
A consequence could be a panic in which people died from being
trampled to death, even though the threat was never “real.”

Thomas’s insight helps us to understand how people live their
everyday lives, too. Suppose the local newspaper runs a series of
articles on how people are being victimized by crimes. The
reporters pick the most interesting and most gruesome of criminal
events on which to focus. Even if the reality is that these are
uncommon events and that the actual rate of crime is going down,
we would predict that people’s fear of crime would increase,
which would have important consequences. For example, more
people might purchase handguns for protection just at the point
when things really are becoming safer. The increase in handgun
ownership might result in an increase in handgun deaths—kids

3
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playing with guns, panicked homeowners shooting neighbors
stumbling around in the middle of the night, and so on.

Certainly reality is important, because even when people do
not define things as real, they can have real consequences. Thus,
even if people do not know that the theater is on fire they will die
if they don’t escape. But reality is only one of the things that we
must take into account to understand how people act and interact.

Sociology, then, is the discipline that studies the interactions
and relationships among people—the realities and the perceived
realities. Even given the seemingly countless variations in peo-
ple’s possible behaviors, sociologists are remarkably successful in
shedding light on questions about why people do what they do
and how they are influenced by one another.

My goal in this book has been to select the most important con-
cepts that sociologists use and share them with you. My hope is
that you, too, might apply these concepts as you work to move
about in the social world more effectively and to understand it
more thoroughly.



