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Preface

If you like to watch people and try to figure out why they do what they do, you will
like sociology. If you like variety and surprises, sociology will provide them. As you
study sociology, you will see how society has become part of your own consciousness,
influencing everything you do. You will also see that many of your assumptions about
life are unfounded. Over and over in this book, you will see that the “common sense”
you are told to depend on comes up short when compared with the findings of sociolo-
gists. For example, did you know that what you see is partly determined by language?
Or that stereotypes help to produce the very characteristics that are stereotyped in
the first place?

Part of sociology’s attraction is its fascinating combination of breadth and focus.
Sociology is so broad that it includes an analysis of how industrialization is changing
the face of the world, yet so focused that a couple’s quarrels find their way into
sociological scrutiny. From how people become presidents to how they become home-
less, from why women are treated as second-class citizens to why people commit
suicide—all are part of sociology.

Much to their dismay, instructors who believe that sociology can stimulate a fresh
way of looking at the world often hear students complaining about their sociology
textbook. These complaints are often well founded, for many texts are cumbersome
and ponderous. Given the excitement—and enchantment—of sociology, this just
shouldn’t be. On the contrary, an introductory sociology textbook should impart some
of the joy of discovering a new way of perceiving the social world.

Writing style, then, is critical in introducing sociology to a new generation. In this
text, I ask you to participate in the exciting venture of discovering how social groups
influence your behavior—including how you look at the world and yourself. As you
read this book, you will see how the social environment penetrates your very being,
how your opinions and attitudes are a reflection of your experiences, how remarkably
different you would be had you been reared in a different family, social class, race,
gender, or culture. The joy of self-discovery while exploring society is part of the
excitement of sociology.

As you gain an overview of sociology (studying what are called social structure
and social interaction), you will be introduced to classic works of early founders such
as Durkheim, Weber, and Marx, as well as current sociological investigations. You will
see the all-encompassing effects of racism, as well as how bureaucracies shape our
experiences. You will understand how social institutions affect our lives, as well as how
people become deviants. You will see how the world economic race, especially our
competition with Japan and Europe, affects your future.

There is no reason that an overview of the principles of sociology should get lost
in a morass of abstractions that impede learning. Consequently, I have made liberal
use of examples from everyday life, so that sociological principles, concepts, and theo-
ries are presented in a “down-to-earth” fashion. Similarly, to help you see the world
in broader perspective, I have also included many cross-cultural and multicultural mate-
rials. Their value is two-fold. On the one hand, they provide interesting and illustrative
contrast, which helps you understand other ways of life. On the other hand, the compar-



A Note to Students

isons challenge you to see yourself differently. That, in my opinion, is one of the
objectives of an introduction to sociology.

These, then, are the goals that I have tried to reach in writing this introductory
text. Initial classroom testing of these materials has elicited very positive response
from students. Only you, however, can tell me if I have succeeded.

I find sociology the most interesting of all subjects offered in college—as I hope
you will. It is my wish that your introduction to sociology provides a new way of looking
at the social world. I would be happy to hear from you concerning your reactions to
this introductory venture into sociology. If you wish, you may write to me at:

James M. Henslin
Department of Sociology
Southern Illinois University
Edwardsville, IL 62026
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