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PREFACE

It is not uncommon for those assigned to teach entry-level sociology courses
to experience some trepidation, even dread, about the teaching task ahead. In
many ways, intro to sociology is a “tough sell.” Some students perceive the
discipline as nothing more than a “re-hash” of the obvious; it speaks to every-
day life, something many students believe they already know and understand.
Other students confuse sociology courses with disciplines such as psychology
or social work; they take our courses hoping to “figure out the opposite sex,”
learn to better “work the system,” or overcome their personal problems with
regard to deviant behavior or family relations. To muddy the waters even
more, many intro students are likely to be in our courses not because of some
desire to learn sociology but because the courses satisfy a general education
requirement. Taking all of these factors into account, sociology instructors can
face substantial resistance. Getting students to “adjust” their vision of the
world so as to incorporate the sociological eye is no small feat.

Despite these challenges, it remains essential to achieve success in entry-
level sociology courses. From an instrumental point of view, the discipline
recruits future sociologists from these courses, thus mandating a sound foun-
dation. Further, departments may gain significant institutional resources by
keeping intro course enrollments up. Intellectual concerns also contribute to
the importance of entry-level courses. Many sociology instructors believe
that intro courses offer a guaranteed “dividend” for the student: the socio-
logical vision represents an essential tool for understanding and surviving
our increasingly complex social world. Thus, intro courses provide instruc-
tors with a valuable opportunity to plant and nurture the sociological imag-
ination in each new cohort of college students. Thought of in this way, failing
the intro student can carry long-term social costs.

Second Thoughts offers a “tried and true” approach to successfully nur-
turing sociological thinking in the newcomer. The book provides a vehicle
with which to initiate dialogue; it allows instructors to meet their students
on “common ground.” Each chapter in this book begins with a shared idea—
a conventional wisdom that both instructor and student have encountered
by virtue of being consumers of popular culture. Once this common footing
is established, Second Thoughts introduces relevant sociological concepts and
theories that “mesh” with each conventional wisdom. Sociological ideas and
perspective are used to explain, qualify, and sometimes debunk conventional
wisdom.
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At the conclusion of each chapter, we provide a vehicle by which stu-
dents can apply their new sociological knowledge beyond the classroom. We
have incorporated a set of exercises linked to the subject matter covered in
the chapter. The exercises, too, are grounded in the familiar. We encourage
students to turn to everyday, common resources for some first-hand learn-
ing experiences.

Our own classroom experiences prove the “familiar,” a “user-friendly”
place to jumpstart discussion, thus laying the foundation for critical think-
ing and informed analysis. In the classroom, we also have found the “famil-
iar” a useful tool with which to delineate the sociological vision. This book
attempts to pass along some of the fruits of our own learning. In pushing
beyond the familiar, Second Thoughts also exposes students to the sociologi-
cal advantage. At minimum, readers will accrue the benefits that come from
taking time to give conventional ideas some important “second thoughts.”
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Introduction:
The Sociological Perspective

IN THIS INTRODUCTION, WE DISCUSS THE ROOTS
OF CONVENTIONAL WISDOM. WE ALSO CONTRAST
SUCH KNOWLEDGE WITH THAT ACQUIRED VIA
THE SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE. IN THIS WAY,
WE INTRODUCE STUDENTS TO A SOCIOLOGICAL

MODE OF THINKING.




2 INTRODUCTION

Conventional wisdom is a part of our everyday lives. We are exposed to its
lessons from early childhood, and we encounter its teachings until the day
we die. Who among us was not taught, for example, to “be fearful of
strangers” or that “beauty is only skin deep”? Similarly, we have all learned
that “stress is bad for our well-being” and that “adult life is simply incom-
plete without children.”

Conventional wisdom comes to us in many forms. We encounter it via
folk adages, “old wives’ tales,” traditions, and political or religious rhetoric.
We find it in advice columns, cultural truisms, and the tenets of “common
sense.” Conventional wisdom refers to that body of assertions and beliefs
that is generally recognized as part of a culture’s “common knowledge.”
These cultural lessons are many and they cannot be taken lightly. They are
central to American society, and they are frequently the source of our beliefs,
attitudes, and behaviors.

To be sure, conventional wisdom often contains elements of truth. As
such, it constitutes a starting point for knowledge (Mathisen 1989). Con-
sider, for example, the well-known truism: “Actions speak louder than
words.” In laboratory research, results show that those assessing an individ-
ual who says one thing but does another are influenced more strongly by the
individuals actions (Amabile and Kabat 1982; Bryan and Walbek 1970).
Similarly, many studies support the adage that warns, “Marry in haste, repent
at leisure.” When we define haste as “marrying too young or marrying too
quickly,” we find that those who “marry in haste” report less satisfaction over
the course of the marriage than those who make a later or a slower decision
(Furstenburg 1979; Glenn and Supancic 1984; Grover et al. 1985; Kitson et
al. 1985; Martin and Bumpass 1989; Thornes and Collard 1979).

Complete faith in conventional wisdom, however, can be risky. Social
patterns and behaviors frequently contradict the wisdoms we embrace.
Many studies show, for instance, that adages encouraging the “fear of
strangers” often are misguided; most crimes of personal violence are perpe-
trated by those we know (see Essay 12). Similarly, research documents that
beauty may be merely “skin deep,” but its importance cannot be underesti-
mated. Physically attractive individuals fare better than those of more aver-
age appearance in almost all areas of social interaction (see Essay 7). Many
studies suggest that stress is not always “bad for one’s well-being”; it can
sometimes be productive for human beings (see Essay 4). And, despite all
of the accolades to the presence of children in our lives, research shows that
many adults report their highest levels of lifetime happiness take place before
they have children or after their children leave home (see Essay 2).

Second Thoughts: Seeing Conventional Wisdom Through the Sociological Eye
addresses the gaps that exist between conventional wisdom and social life.



