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Preface

Sociology is a vitally exciting field. You may know that and I may
know that. The trick is getting our students to realize it. Usually,
instructors who teach introductory sociology hope that they will
develop in their students some enthusiasm for the contributions of
the field, but the question is always how.

I wrote this book with at least two specific outcomes in mind, both
of which relate to the general goal of getting the students to under-
stand and appreciate the sociological perspective:

1. To serve as a springboard to more abstract thinking about society
2. To encourage student interest in learning more about the field of
sociology

It is an important function of sociology to help broaden the edu-
cational experience of all college students, but especially those in
fields of study that may be narrow in scope and purpose. One
measure of the effectiveness of an introductory sociology course is
the extent to which students come to view their world with a socio-
logical eye.

When students truly “see” the sociology in things, they are also
being helped to develop their abstract thinking skills—the very skills
that are of vital importance in any job or career. Unfortunately,
students too often get little help from their introductory courses in
enhancing their ability to think at an abstract level. Instead, they are
asked to read and memorize long lists of terms that seem more to
obfuscate and complicate than to clarify reality.

The snapshots in this book are casual and informal, but they are
designed to ease students into the formal world of sociological analy-
sis. Each essay relates some abstract sociological concepts to the
concrete problems confronting ordinary people. Social structure and
social change are introduced as major variables but almost always in
the context of everyday life.

At the same time, the snapshots are grounded in sociological data
and theorizing. The introductory essays that lead each section are



intended to emphasize the importance of the formal sociological
literature. Indeed, the entire book serves as a springboard from the
informal, concrete world of the student to the more formal, abstract
world of sociological theory and method.

Students also need active ways for developing their ability to see
and articulate abstractions and for analyzing data about social real-
ity. The physical and biological sciences usually include a “lab”
component in their courses in which students are given an opportu-
nity for hands-on experience. Sociologists should attempt, wherever
possible, to do the same.

For this reason, each section of the book contains ideas for student
writing and research assignments. There is nothing fancy or compli-
cated about the proposed tasks. They are designed to get introduc-
tory students to begin to write from a sociological perspective or to
collect data about their everyday lives. We can only hope that they
will decide to go on to bigger and better sociological things.

To the extent that the first outcome is realized, students will, I
hope, also achieve the second: They will be eager to learn more about
the sociological perspective. Some will take more sociology courses
or even major in the discipline.

Unlike the situation in many other fields, sociology simply cannot
depend on students’ prior familiarity with the study of behavior to
provide a background of information or enhance their interest. In
high school, very few had the opportunity to select a sociology
course. Some may have a vague idea that sociologists study human
behavior or that sociology is somehow related to social work, but
that’s about it.

Partly as a result of their lack of familiarity, only a small number
of students declare a sociology major when entering college: More
typically, students who enroll in introductory sociology courses rep-
resent a range of disciplines and interests. It is, therefore, a major
function of the introductory sociology course—for many under-
graduates, perhaps their only point of formal contact—to convince
students to take upper-level courses in the field. This places a special
burden on instructors to provide a positive learning climate—one in
which student interest is encouraged.

Writing the third edition of Sociological Snapshots has given me a
chance to make some important changes. Most of the snapshots
found in the second edition have been retained, although several
have been placed in a different section, modified, or updated. More-



over, there are nine new snapshots in this edition, some of which
were written specifically for the book.

A number of people were important in making Sociological Snap-
shots 3 a reality. At Bostonia, I am grateful to Laura Freid, who gave
me the opportunity to write a regular column on behavior for a
first-rate magazine; to Keith Botsford, who permitted me to carry on
the tradition; and to Lori Calabro and Janice Friedman, under whose
skillful editorship the quality of my writing always improved. I also
thank David Gibson at Northeastern University Magazine for helping
me to write the essay concerning the sociology of soap operas.
Rachelle Cohen encouraged me to do “Americans Are Moving to the
Margins of Society” for the Boston Herald, and Marjorie Pritchard
encouraged me to write “Who’s Minding the Kids?” for the Boston
Globe.

I also depended a great deal on the insightful comments and
suggestions of the following reviewers:

Paul Baker, Illinois State University

Agnes Riedmann, Creighton University

Anne Hastings, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Robert Emerick, San Diego State University

Judith Richlin-Klonsy, University of California, Los Angeles
William R. Aho, Rhode Island College

Russ Crescimanno, Piedmont Community College

Diane Carmody, Western Washington University

Judith Lawler Caron, Albertus Magnus College

Mary Rogers, University of West Florida

Michael L. Sanow, Towson State University

Rich Eckstein, Villanova University

Shirley Varmette, Southern Connecticut State

My colleague Arnie Arluke deserves a special note of praise for
suggesting the title of this book. Jamie Fox and Bill Levin were
generous with both their encouragement and their ideas. Christie
White was an outstanding research assistant.

Steve Rutter of Pine Forge Press made all the difference. If he made
me slave over a hot PC, then it was worth every minute. No editor
could have done more.

My wife, Flea, and my children, Michael, Bonnie, and Andrea,
have been more than patient, tolerating all of my idiosyncrasies.
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As in earlier editions, I dedicate this book to the thousands of
students I have had the pleasure of teaching. They have taught me a
great deal about sociology and about life.

JACK LEVIN
BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

Photo credits:

Visual Essays by Shelley Kowalski, University of Oregon.

Page 22-23: Boy Scouts, Library of Congress; Prom Court, Lisa Yount;
Signs of U.S. Culture, Lisa Yount.

Page 50-51: Little Boys, Emily Niebrand; Little Girls, Emily Niebrand;
TV Zone, Lisa Yount.

Page 78-79: Wagon Tots, Emily Niebrand; Reid Reunion, Lisa Yount;
Commencement Chaos, Lisa Yount.

Page 98-99: Senate Chamber, Lisa Yount; Prim Couple, Shelley Kowalski;
Dancing Boys, Shelley Kowalski.

Page 118-119: Obese Pair, Emily Niebrand; Obese Student, Emily
Niebrand; Chubby Walker, Emily Niebrand.

Page 144-145: Cars, Shelley Kowalski; Rich Man, Shelley Kowalski; Poor
Man, Shelley Kowalski.

Page 168-169: Quiet Road, Shelley Kowalski; Highway Mess, Shelley
Kowalski.

xii



Contents

PREFACE / ix

THE SOCIOLOGICAL EYE / 1

PART ONE

PART TWO

INTRODUCTION / 3

Just How Powerful Is a Role? / 10

Better Late Than Never / 12

Heartburn and Modern Times / 16

Focus: Suggestions for Further Reading /18
DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Social Structure /20

Culture / 23

INTRODUCTION / 25

The Immaculate Americans / 30

Baby Boomers / 33

The Demise of Bystander Apathy / 37

We Are in the Midst of a Cultural Revolution / 41
Elevator Culture / 44

FocuUs: Suggestions for Further Reading / 46
DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Culture /47

Socialization / 51

INTRODUCTION / 53

Teaching Students They Are Not
at the Center of the Universe
(with Wilfred Holton) / 57

Confessions of a Soap Opera Addict / 61

Violence in City Schools
(with Heather Beth Johnson) / 65

Sticks and Stones May Break . .. / 67



PART THREE

PART FOUR

PART FIVE

Adult Socialization Can Be Murder / 70
Focus: Suggestions for Further Reading / 72
DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Socialization / 75

The Group Experience / 79

INTRODUCTION / 81

College Fraternities: A Counteracting Force
on Campus / 84

The Appeal of Cults / 86

Reunion, American Style / 89

Children of the Organization Men / 92

FocuUs: Suggestions for Further Reading / 95

DEVELOPING IDEAS: About the Group
Experience / 96

Institutions / 99

INTRODUCTION / 101
Who's Minding the Kids? / 104
Let the System Do It! / 106

Americans Are Moving to the
Margins of Society / 108

Dirty Work / 111
Focus: Suggestions for Further Reading / 114
DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Institutions / 115

Deviance / 119

INTRODUCTION / 121

Fat Chance in a Slim World / 125
You Must Get Ill First; Then You Recover / 129

Is the Death Penalty Only a
Vehicle for Revenge? / 131

Animal Cruelty and Human Violence
(with Arnold Arluke) / 135

America’s Youngsters Are Responsible for
Church Burnings / 137



Focus: Suggestions for Further Reading / 139
DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Deviance / 141

Social Inequality / 145

INTRODUCTION / 147

The Economic Escalator / 150

Images of Aging / 153

An Apple Pie and an Open Mind / 155

Immigrants Create Jobs for Americans
(with William J. Leong) / 158

Another Crisis in Black and White? / 161

Focus: Suggestions for Further Reading / 163

DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Social
Inequality / 166

Social Change / 169

INTRODUCTION / 171

The Boomerang Effect in Planning
Social Change / 175

Fads / 178

Riding the Rumor Mill / 181

Highway to Hell? / 185

Enquiring Times / 188

FocuUs: Suggestions for Further Reading / 191
DEVELOPING IDEAS: About Social Change / 193

INTO THE FUTURE /195

BIBLIOGRAPHY / 203

INDEX / 209



THE SOCIOLOGICAL EYE






mong my several hobbies, photography is my favorite. I've

never tried to take formal or posed pictures. Instead, the
heart of my interest—what I have always found most satisfying—
is the art of taking “snapshots”—informal, often candid, photos of
everyday life. I particularly enjoy capturing on film the problems
experienced by ordinary people as well as the spontaneous, un-
guarded moments in the lives of loved ones.

The essays in this book are snapshots, too, but they are socio-
logical snapshots. Each one is a “3 x 5 glossy” of a social situation
encountered by the people we meet every day—the circumstances
of ordinary people caught up in ordinary (and, occasionally, not so
ordinary) social events. You will find essays about family and class
reunions, television soap operas, behavior in elevators, children
who have unpopular names, people who do the dirty work in occu-
pations, bystander apathy, people who act in deviant ways while
driving in automobiles, heartburn, fads through the generations,
popular rumors about shopping malls, contemporary images of fat
people, and so on. At the extreme end, you will also discover a few
essays concerning topics such as the death penalty, mass killers,
and hate crimes (sadly, in today’s society, even ordinary people
have to be aware of such extraordinary topics).

The essays in this book are snapshots in another sense as well:
Most take a casual, informal approach with respect to the presen-
tation of statistical evidence. Many appeared originally in Bostonia
(a magazine of “culture and ideas”). Others were opinion pieces
that I earlier published in newspapers. Some were written specifi-
cally for this book. But all of them were designed to bridge the gap
existing between the “two cultures” of academic sociology and
everyday life. As a result, in every snapshot, you will find a mix of
both social science and journalism. There are very few references,
quantitative data, and formal evidence, the kind that you typically
expect to find in an introductory sociology textbook. Sometimes,
the essays in the book present only anecdotal confirmation—illus-
trations and examples rather than hard, statistical fact. Some are
speculative pieces about changes in society or about the future.
Others seek to throw a new perspective on aspects of society that
may have seemed obvious to you before. None is meant to replace
the technical journal articles written for professional sociologists.
All are meant to motivate students, to help them see the contribu-
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tion of the sociological approach, and to ease them as gently as
possible into the more formal world of sociological analysis.

After teaching classes in sociology for a number of years, I have
noticed that many students are troubled by what they regard as
the abstractness of sociological insight. They often complain about
not being able to see how social structure touches their everyday
lives or how culture contributes to ordinary events. No longer are
they asked to examine the structure of individuals but of entire
groups, organizations, institutions, communities, or societies.

What I believe is missing, from a pedagogical viewpoint, are the
snapshots of culture and social structure that bridge the gap exist-
ing in many students’ minds between what may appear to be vast
sociological abstractions, on the one hand, and everyday experi-
ences, on the other. Hence, the central purpose of this book: to re-
late abstract sociological concepts to the concrete problems
confronting ordinary individuals in our society.

But please don’t be fooled into believing that these snapshots
represent the personal opinions of the author alone. On the con-
trary, all of them are based on either sociological thinking, socio-
logical data, or both. The essays that introduce each section of the
book and the annotated suggested readings at the end (“Focus:
Suggestions for Further Reading”) are meant to emphasize the im-
portance of the sociological literature. Indeed, they direct the stu-
dent to it. You will find that the suggested readings include not
only the more formal sources on which the snapshots were based
but also important general works from the sociological literature. I
have tried to describe them in enough detail so that interested stu-
dents will understand why they might be worth reading. Once
again, no snapshot is meant to replace the technical journal arti-
cles—the formal portraits—written for professional sociologists,
but all are grounded in them.

Nor was this book written to replace your standard introduc-
tory text. Instead, Sociological Snapshots was intended to serve as a
springboard into the formal course material, whether presented in
a single text or as a series of monographs. To move back and forth
between levels of abstraction, each section of the book has been or-
ganized in a consistent format. First, there is an introductory essay
in which the basic sociological concepts are defined, discussed, il-
lustrated, and then linked with the snapshots for that particular
section. Second, there are the snapshots themselves. Next, there
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are suggestions for further reading, extensively annotated (see the
Bibliography for publication information for each reading). Fi-
nally, there are ideas for student writing and research assignments
in “Developing Ideas.” By the way, most of these assignments re-
quire the students to apply a sociological eye to their everyday
lives or to begin, in a preliminary way, to collect data using a socio-
logical method.

There is one final sense in which the essays in this book are
snapshots. They often reflect, frequently in an explicit way, the
ideas that the photographer considers to be valuable or problematic.
In taking pictures of the world around me, I often take photos of
my family and friends, and occasionally of the unusual circum-
stances of daily life, but always with a point of view implicit in my
choice of subject. In other words, my snapshots are, in part, a re-
flection of my values—the things that I appreciate or cherish. They
are often addressed to preserving and understanding the images
of the people I love, the problems in everyday life that bother me,
or the things I believe need changing.

Like all “scientists,” sociologists have values. They are human
beings too; they have grown up in a particular social setting and
have been exposed selectively to certain kinds of ideas.

Max Weber, a turn-of-the-century German sociologist who con-
tributed a great deal to our understanding of religion, inequality,
and social change, strongly believed that sociology could be value
free. He fully recognized that the subjects sociologists chose to
study were frequently influenced by their personal values. For ex-
ample, it would not be surprising that a sociologist who grew up
in extreme poverty might decide to study inequality, a rape victim
might conduct research into the causes of sexual violence, an Afri-
can American sociologist might specialize in race relations, and
SO on.

But when Weber talked about value-free sociology, he wasn’t re-
ally talking about the selection of a subject about which to conduct
research. Instead, he meant that sociologists must not permit their
values, their biases, or their personal opinions to interfere with
their analysis of that subject. They must, instead, attempt to be ob-
jective in collecting and analyzing information; they must seek out
and consider all of the evidence, even evidence that might contra-
dict their personal opinions. Weber would have advised that we
must let the chips fall where they may. I hope my personal biases
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have determined only the subjects of my snapshots, not the conclu-
sions that I reach about them.

Now that you understand the snapshot part of the title of this
book, Sociological Snapshots 3,1 ask that you stop a moment longer
and consider the sociological part as well. As you probably already
surmise—even if you have never taken a course in psychology—it
deals with the behavior and personality of individual human be-
ings. Psychologists might study a person’s attitudes, hostility,
attractiveness, moods, helpfulness, learning style, prejudices, and
so on. In contrast, sociologists focus not on any one individual
but on what happens between two or more individuals when they
interact. Sociologists might study the relationship between hus-
band and wife, interaction in a small task group at work, the peer
groups in a high school, family relations, prison culture, relations
between managers and workers, and so on.

To explain the unique and important contribution of sociology,
allow me to reveal a little bit about my everyday routine. Every
time I drive from my suburban home to my office in the city, I
think about how painfully predictable and orderly my daily com-
muting routine has become. I live some 25 miles from downtown,
so I have plenty of time, while sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic,
to think. In my darker, more impatient moments, I play “what if”
games: What if I had sold my house and moved into the city?
What if I were teaching in a college located in a remote, rural area?
What if I had taken the train into work? What if I could change my
schedule to avoid the rush hour commute? Would I still be stuck in
traffic? Probably not.

As a sociologist, I am particularly interested in the fact that my
predicament is shared by so many other people. This, of course, ex-
plains why traffic jams happen on a daily basis. Tens of thousands
of residents have similar work schedules, live in the suburbs, and
drive their cars to work in the city. They get up at about the same
time every morning, take a shower, brush their teeth, and have a
cup of coffee. Then, they take to the roads—most of them at the
same time that I do!

Sociologists seek to understand the predictable and patterned
aspects of what happens between people when they get together;
sociologists even have a term for it: social structure. And in the case
of sitting in maddening bumper-to-bumper traffic every day, so-
cial structure has become my biggest headache.
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