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Thus, in organizations where (ideally) strangers 

relate to other strangers based on written rules, we 

find workers forming small communities that obey 

their own rules. The basis of this informal organiza-

tion is trust, which relies on friendship, acquaintance, 

Bureaucracies also appear to work differently for 

men and women. When playing a managerial role, 

women often adopt a collaborative approach that 

draws on qualities learned in family relations. Women’s 

managerial styles stress good employer–employee 

relations and sharing information and power. By 

contrast, men stress purely economic considerations 

(Occhionero 1996).

In practice, workers everywhere make friends and 

acquaintances. As a result, they casually share work 

information. Often, workers use information pur-

posely to help one another. Sometimes they may even 

leak information for personal gain or to subvert their 

boss or the organization as a whole. 

EACH ORGANIZATION HAS A UNIQUE culture or way of 

viewing itself, its environment, and the world: this is its 

organizational culture. That organizational culture will 

affect the ways in which people with disabilities can be 

integrated into the organization, so approaches to in-

tegration must vary from one organization to another. 

Addressing this problem, Schur et al. (2005) ask 

“What role does corporate culture play in the employ-

ment of people with disabilities?” and “How does it fa-

cilitate or hinder their employment and promotional 

opportunities, and how can corporations develop sup-

portive cultures that benefit people with disabilities, 

non-disabled employees, and the organization as a 

whole?” They note that some corporate cultures cre-

ate attitudinal and even physical barriers for workers 

and job applicants with disabilities. It stands to reason 

that, to improve the employment prospects of people 

with disabilities, employers must pay attention to the 

ways in which their corporate culture creates or re-

inforces obstacles to employees with disabilities; and 

they must think about how to remove or overcome 

these obstacles. 

However, as Stone and Collela (1996) point out, this 

is easier said than done, since a variety of factors enter 

into the organizational equation. These include what 

the authors call “person characteristics” (such as at-

tributes of the disabled person), environmental factors 

(such as prevailing employment legislation), and, most 

importantly, organizational characteristics (such as the 

dominant norms, values, and policies of the organiza-

tion). That’s not all: organizational relationships are also 

mediated by people’s perceptions and emotions. Not 

least, the disabled person’s own perceptions and emo-

tions feed back into the system, modifying the percep-

tions and emotions of observers, not to mention the 

responses of management. 

It sounds as though studying this problem will 

be impossibly complex. To simplify the discussion, 

Spataro (2005) identifies three types of organizational 

culture: a culture of differentiation, a culture of unity, 

and a culture of integration. Each of these cultures ap-

proaches diversity and disability in a different way. A 

culture of differentiation tends to acknowledge inter-

individual differences, so that these have significant 

consequences for group interaction. This culture places 

either positive or negative values on specific personal 

characteristics, including disabilities. A main concern, 

in this type of culture, is on the “fit” between the person 

and the organization, where those who fit best gain the 

most power and status. By contrast, a culture of unity 

is based on shared identities and common bonds, de-

spite individual differences. The organizational goal is 

to unite diverse employees under a common identity 

and to eliminate the complications that arise when dif-

ferences are highlighted. 

Finally, the culture of integration is determined to 

value differences among coworkers. This type of culture 

gives managers the best opportunity to successfully in-

tegrate differences in a diverse workforce. Spataro hints 

that this organizational culture is most likely to both 

successfully integrate workers with disabilities and gain 

the greatest possible benefits for the organization: in 

other words, to produce a win/win situation for the dis-

abled workers and the organization itself.

OPEN FOR 
DISCUSSION

Fitting People with Disabilities into 

Large Organizations

TIME to REFLECT

If bureaucracies function differently in different coun-

tries, how might they work when made up of other 

categories of people? For instance, how might a 

bureaucracy made up of only women function differ-

ently from one of only men? Or a bureaucracy of teen-

agers compared to one of elderly people?
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FIGURE 10.1  Kinsey’s Heterosexual–Homosexual Rating Scale 

Source: Diagram from www.kinseyinstitute.org/about/photo-tour.html. reprinted by permission of the Kinsey Institute for research in Sex, Gender and 

reproduction, Inc.

THE ACTION CANADA FOR SEXUAL Health and rights 

website (www.srhweek.ca) is a valuable resource that 

contains information on a wide range of topics related 

to sexuality and sexual health. Among other things, it 

includes a section on  “Sexuality and Disabilities” which 

included the following information:

Sex can be liberating, safe, and pleasurable. It is im-

portant to listen to your body, talk with your part-

ner, and health provider. Get all the information you 

need to protect yourself against STIs and unintended 

pregnancies. Depending on your disability, sex may 

require more innovation, patience and planning. 

Quick facts on sexuality and disability

 • People with disabilities are sexual beings.

 • Having a disability does not make you less attrac-

tive or desirable.

 • Sex is not just intercourse and your disability can 

make you more creative and in tune with your body 

as you explore your sexuality.

 • Many people experience sexual violence. They face 

it at the hands of partners, families, people they in-

teract with, people they barely know. 

 • Some disabilities may affect the type of birth con-

trol you use, so it is important to talk with an in-

formed health-care provider. 

Know your sexual and reproductive rights: 

Physical integrity includes life, liberty, and security of 

the person; comprehensive health care and health 

protection; making informed, autonomous decisions 

about your sexual and reproductive health; and, free-

dom from sexual violence.

Equality and non-discrimination includes protection 

from discrimination in your sexual and reproductive 

lives. In particular in relation to access to health care 

and services based on race, colour, sex or  sexual orien-

tation, marital or family status, age, language, religion, 

political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

financial status, and disability.

Information and education includes reliable, accurate, 

comprehensive, and accessible information about your 

sexual and reproductive health, rights, and respon-

sibilities in a way that is gender-sensitive, free from 

stereotypes, and provided in an objective, critical, and 

pluralistic manner.

The website contains a number of links to useful and 

related topics, including “sexuality, disability and being 

gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, queer, or intersex.” 

Source: Action canada for Sexual Health and rights.

HUMAN 
DIVERSITY

Sexuality and Disabilities

Kinsey’s“Heterosexual–Homosexual rating Scale,” a  

seven-point continuum, was originally published in 

Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948, 

638). Zero refers to exclusively heterosexual with 

no homosexual experiences; 1 is predominantly 

heterosexual and only incidentally homosexual;  

2 is predominantly heterosexual but more than 

incidentally homosexual; 3 is equally heterosexual  

and homosexual; 4 is predominantly homosexual but 

more than incidentally heterosexual; 5 is predominantly 

homosexual and only incidentally heterosexual; and  

6 is exclusively homosexual.
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years of working with Johnson, Masters divorced his 

wife and married her (Masters and Johnson divorced 

in 1993). They founded the Reproductive Biology 

Research Foundation in St Louis, Missouri, later 

renamed the Masters and Johnson Institute. In their 

early laboratory research, they recorded data, based 

on direct observation, on the anatomy and physiol-

ogy of human sexual response (including the nature 

FROM THE PUBLISHER

In preparing this fourth edition of Sociology: A Canadian Perspective, the general editors, 

contributing authors, design team, and publisher have been guided by a singular goal: to 

produce the most authoritative, comprehensive, accessible, and interesting introduction to 

sociology for Canadian students. 

This revision builds on the strengths of the well-received previous editions and incorpor-

ates  new content designed to enhance the book’s usefulness for students and instructors alike.  

PREFACE

New Chapter on 

Technology and Society 

A brand-new chapter dealing with 

the sociological implications of 

technology has been added to this 

edition. In what has become a crit-

ically important area of sociological 

inquiry, Anabel Quan-Haase re-

flects on the role technology plays 

in our society, examining a range 

of fascinating topics such as the 

evolution of the digital divide, the 

“presentation of self ” online decep-

tion, and cyberbullying.

New Coverage of 

Disability

New content on the conditions and 

experiences of disabilities has been 

integrated into a number of chap-

ters, giving students fresh insight 

into this important topic within 

sociology today.

IN THIS CHAPTER YOU WILL:

	 Understand how globalization came about in 

history;

	 Learn how it has changed recently in the context 

of contesting social movements and competing 

powers like the United States, Europe, China, and 

South America;

	 Discuss how it has affected Canadian society in 

cultural, political, and economic domains;

	 Understand the evolving situation as new forms 

and models of globalization emerge, changing  

the macro and the micro landscapes.

20
Challenges of Globalization
PIERRE BEAUDET
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The percentage of people over age 65 has been 

rising steadily since 1966, when it was 7.7 per cent. 

According to the most recent population projections, 

it is estimated that the proportion of those 65 years 

and older will represent between 23 and 25 per cent 

of the population by 2036 and between 24 and 28 per 

cent of the population by 2061 (Statistics Canada 

2014a), while the proportion of children is expected 

to continue falling. In 2015, the number of older 

adults will exceed the number of children in Canada 

(Figure 12.1). In addition, the aging of the population 

will accelerate over the next three decades, particu-

larly as individuals from the baby-boom years, a large 

cohort born between 1946 and 1965, continue their 

aging trajectory that began in 2011.

An informal rule used by demographers is that any 

population with more than 10 per cent of the popula-

tion over age 65 is an old population. Canada, there-

fore, is seen to have an old population and in fact has 

the oldest population in the Americas. For example, 

in the United States 14 per cent of the population was 

over age 65, while 4.16 per cent of the population of 

Mexico was over 65 years of age from 2011 to 2014 

(Statistics Canada 2014a; Quandl 2014). Among the 

G7 countries, however, 26 per cent of the population 

in Japan is 65 and over, 21 percent in Germany, and 

21 percent in Italy (see Table 12.2) (Statistics Canada 

2014a). These countries have the highest proportions 

of older adults in the world. 

Not surprisingly, developing countries have the 

lowest proportions of older adults, although these pro-

portions are growing faster than in developed coun-

tries (United Nations, Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, Population Division 2013a). In South 

Africa, for example, just 3.14 per cent of the popula-

tion was over 65 years of age in 2012 (Quandl 2014). 

China, for example, will grow the fastest in the next 30 

years (United Nations, Department of Economic and 

Social Affairs, Population Division 2013a). In short, 

developing countries are only beginning to experience 

Japanese women perform folk dance. In Japan, 26 per cent of the population is aged 65 and over, making it one of the countries 

with the highest proportions of older adults in the world.
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FIGURE 12.2   Average Annual Growth Rate of Population Aged 60 Years or Over: World and Development 

Regions, 1950–2050 

SOURCE: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, World Population Aging 2013 (New York: UN, 2013), 14, http:// 

www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/ageing/WorldPopulationAgeing2013.pdf. © (2013) United Nations. Reprinted with the permis-

sion of the United Nations.

FIGURE 12.3  Population Pyramid for Canada 

SOURCE: World Factbook, “Canada: Population pyramid” (CIA, 2014), https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ca.html.
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bring to their roles as employees and employers, their 

financial choices, their political involvement and deci-

sions, and their conceptualizations of how society 

should respond to social issues. While religion is not 

the only factor in people’s decisions, it is nonetheless 

important to understand the ways in which it informs 

people in their day-to-day lives. Further, we have 

only limited knowledge of whether and how religious 

THE LINK BETWEEN RELIGION AND violence has become 

a central preoccupation of many Western governments 

as they try to develop a deeper understanding of the 

ways in which religious ideology can motivate violence. 

Unfortunately for some groups, the actions of marginal 

minorities come to represent, in the eyes of many, the 

face of religion. Some people, like New Atheist Richard 

Dawkins, argue that religion is responsible for violence 

in the world and for the wars we currently witness 

globally. But the quest to understand the link between 

religion and violence must go deeper. For example, 

riots in Paris suburbs in October–November 2005 

were superficially linked with Muslim youth (for more 

information, see CBC News [2007] and Selby [2009]). 

But some sociological analyses pointed out that the 

historical disadvantaging of immigrants coupled with 

racism resulted in a denial of employment opportun-

ities, which in turn led to a lack of social integration. 

Is the source of violence then religion or poverty? 

Recently, governments have begun to focus on the ori-

gins of so-called homegrown terrorism. Why, they ask, 

do native-born young men in particular take up causes 

that inspire them to commit acts of violence, often in 

the name of religion or a particular religious group? The 

answer to this question remains open to debate and to 

illumination through sociological research. 

GLOBAL 
ISSUES

Securitization and the Link between Religion  

and Violence

Despite the increasing numbers of people in Canada who indicate “No religion” when asked their denomination, people still 

celebrate a wide variety of religious traditions. Here, Sikh men march in the Vaisakhi Festival in Vancouver.
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Top Canadian Contributors 

Sociology is a global discipline, but 

one to which sociologists working 

in Canada have made unique con-

tributions. Not merely an adapta-

tion of a book originally written for 

American undergraduates, this text 

was conceived and written from the 

ground up to provide a Canadian 

perspective on this fascinating field. 

Experts in their particular sub-

disciplines not only examine the key 

concepts and terminology of sociol-

ogy as an academic discipline but 

also use those concepts to shed light 

on the nature of Canadian society 

and Canada’s place in the world.

prefacexviii

Vibrant New Design 

The book has been completely redesigned and modernized to enhance readability and 

engagement with the text. The vibrant four-colour aesthetic has been updated to better 

reflect the vitality of Canadian sociology as an academic discipline.  

IN THIS CHAPTER YOU WILL:

	 Learn about different theories sociologists have 

used to analyze the mass media;

	 Identify various forms of media ownership 

and understand concerns about deepening 

ownership concentration;

	 Study the role of the state and globalization in 

relation to the mass media;

	 Grasp how media content represents the working 

class, women, and ethno-racial minorities;

	 Discover how media content is interpreted by 

audience members;

	 Examine how the Internet reflects long-standing 

issues in the sociology of mass media.

23
Mass Media and Communication
DAVID YOUNG
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minorities, and social groups began to use 

it to communicate “their” message, lead-

ing to a sort of polyphony of images and 

ideas. Arjun Appadurai, in a much quoted 

study, described this multilateral process 

as fluid, mobile, and partly or wholly 

independent of nation-states (even the 

most powerful), producing many things, 

including “hybrids” between different 

world views (Appadurai 1996). 

THE GREAT DEBATE

The previous sections have outlined how 

our world has changed, especially over 

the past 30 years. The basic foundations of 

our societies, worldwide, have changed. 

The end results are not clear, but we can 

see that the world is more unstable than 

ever before. However, there are many 

differing views on the latest globalization 

process and its impact.

For some, despite problems and 

shortcomings, the effects of globaliza-

tion in general, and economic integra-

tion specifically, remain highly positive. 

Thomas Friedman, a columnist with the 

New York Times, says that our world is 

now “flat, with fewer barriers, more 

prosperity and more peace” (Friedman 

2005). Poor countries can sell more 

goods to rich nations, thereby becoming 

richer. In parallel, expanding financial 

flows across borders gives states access 

to much-needed capital. Friedman con-

cludes that globalization is in any case 

“inexorable” and that no sane person would want to 

go backward. Martin Wolf, a well-known economic 

commentator from Britain, argues that markets, and 

not incompetent governments, are in a better position 

to create and distribute wealth (Wolf 2004). David 

Dollar, a senior economist at the World Bank, argues 

that globalization benefits the poor: “Poor country 

growth rates have accelerated and are higher than 

rich country growth rates. . . . the number of poor 

people in the world has declined significantly. . . . the 

trends toward faster growth and poverty reduction are 

strongest in the developing countries in which there 

has been the most rapid integration with the global 

economy” (Dollar 2004).

For others, “globalization” is just another word for 

“imperialism,” even if “modern” imperialism is not 

the same as the earlier form (Chomsky 2003). In a 

sarcastic tone, some call this domination “Walmart-

ization” or “Coca-Colonization” because of the large 

influence US-based multinational corporations have 

on the world. In this view, the same pattern remains: 

resources from the Third World are plundered, not 

necessarily by colonial conquest as in the past, but 

by dominant policies of free trade and liberalization. 

American fast-food franchises are a common sight in Chinese urban centres.
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full-year saw their average wage increase by 6  per 

cent while Canada’s 100 highest-paid CEOs enjoyed 

a 73 per cent increase (Mackenzie 2014). Even when 

CEO earnings dropped from 2007 to 2008, they still 

averaged $7.35 million per year, and by 2012 the top 

100 Canadian CEOs were bringing home an average 

$7.96 million a year in total compensation (Flavelle 

2010; Mackenzie 2014). To put it another way, in 2012 

the average annual pay among the top 100 CEOs in 

food banks restrict the number of visits per month 

and keep records so that their clients do not double-

dip. Further, they generally have little to offer in the 

way of fresh fruit and vegetables—products that non-

poor families recognize as key to good health. 

CONCLUSION: SOCIAL AND 

ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES—

FUTURE TRENDS

Various indicators suggest that 

economic polarization in vari-

ous countries is increasing rather 

than decreasing (for a global 

perspective, see Institute for 

Policy Studies [2014]). While 

the incomes (controlling for 

inflation) of average Canadians 

tended to either stay the same 

or decline over the past 25 years, 

the wealthiest 0.01 per cent of the 

Canadian population saw their 

incomes double, on average ris-

ing from $3.6 million to $8.4 mil-

lion (McQuaig 2009). This trend 

is also reflected in the following 

figures: between 1998 and 2012, 

Canadians working full-time 

A GROWING NUMBER OF NORTH Americans have 

grown weary of the “rat race” of working long hours to 

pay for their day-to-day survival. In the past year several 

news networks have done stories on people who are 

“opting out” of pursuing the “American Dream.” These 

“intentionally poor” own few things, squat or live in very 

low-cost spaces, live off the land or do occasional work. 

Dan Price, one self-described minimalist, has explained 

his choice to opt out: “When you get rid of things and 

are willing to have less, you’re given a gift of more in a 

sense. More freedom, you’re more relaxed, less worries 

about the things you have and they way they break. 

Less is more” (Aronowitz 2014). “Lulu,” a single mother in 

California, also made international news in 2011 when 

she decided she wanted to go back to school but did 

not want to have to work full-time simultaneously. It 

was not the working that Lulu was opposed to but 

rather the amount of time that working and being a 

student would take away from the time she spent with 

her daughter. In order to live as cheaply as possible and 

spend more quality time with her daughter, Lulu built a 

home out of a shipping container (Duell 2011). 

A Google search of “intentionally poor” results in 

over 14 million sites, most of which are dedicated to 

providing strategies for living as cheaply as possible 

or stories of people who have chosen this lifestyle 

who claim to never have been happier. Is “opting out” 

a viable alternative to spending copious amounts of 

time at work and away from home? Is it really only a 

first-world possibility, as we rarely hear stories of folks 

already living beneath poverty line asking to live 

with less?

OPEN FOR 
DISCUSSION

Opting Out: Intentional Poverty

Providing communities with ways to access resources in order to attain self-sufficiency is 

the goal of programs like Oxfam Unwrapped, which provides people with the necessary 

tools to build water pumps like this one in Burkina Faso.
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population. The aging trends of Aboriginal people is 

of particular concern for many reasons, one of which 

is that older Aboriginals serve as a very important link 

to traditional Aboriginal culture through their use of 

language. The three most common languages spoken 

by North American Aboriginals are Cree, Inuktitut, 

and Ojibway; older adults are twice as likely to speak 

an Aboriginal language as their children or grand-

children (Turcotte and Schellenberg 2007). It is quite 

possible that as the older generation passes, these lan-

guages will become extinct. 

Ethnicity and Aging 

The aging of ethnic populations that is predicted to 

occur in major urban centres in Canada is an import-

ant issue for several reasons. First, the diversity of old 

people will change, because among older people there 

will be a population decline of those of British ancestry 

and population increases of those of Aboriginal and 

visible-minority backgrounds, most of whom are pre-

dicted to age in a metropolitan environment. Second, 

the study of older persons both within their own eth-

nic group and in relation to other ethnic groups is 

significant, because different societies respond to the 

challenges of aging in different ways, and these differ-

ences have serious implications for healthy and suc-

cessful aging. Third, there will be a whole “new” older 

population that will require the creation of health 

and social services aligned with different ethnic and 

cultural needs. Fourth, the recent (2011–2014), dras-

tic changes to immigration policy generally, and for 

older people specifically, will likely result in target-

ing a different social class of older immigrants. Given 

the “Super Visa” for older immigrant family members 

Before my husband died, I used to work on the 

farm, growing fruit and vegetables. The produce 

was just for feeding the family. My husband used 

to look after cows. When he died, it was up to me 

to do all the work. I now wake up at 6 a.m. and 

often don’t get to bed until midnight.

TUBAKWERWA, 58, LIVES IN A village in uganda. She 

cares for seven grandchildren who are all in school. 

every day, before heading to work at the market, she 

wakes the children, makes their lunches, and prepares 

them for school. Then she walks two kilometres to the 

market, where she works until eight o’clock at night. 

Food prices are a big problem. I try very hard to 

give the children three meals a day, but it is not 

always possible. What I can afford is what we eat. 

Sometimes the children go hungry and complain, 

but there is nothing I can do. 

Without any form of guaranteed pension, older 

people have no choice but to continue to work into 

old age. In fact, older people who continue to work 

past retirement age are often the main breadwin-

ners in their families, and without government poli-

cies and programs to benefit them, they are a largely 

invisible group.

With support from HelpAge International, Tubak-

werwa received a loan from uganda’s reach the Aged 

Association. She invested it in a market stall, where 

she sells fruit and vegetables. The money she earns at 

the stall helps her to feed the seven grand children she 

cares for. But as she gets older, her working life is get-

ting harder and harder.

I think older people should always work, but it 

does get harder. I have back pains and I am losing 

my eyesight. What makes it worse is that I am so 

stressed about all the problems I have to deal with 

that I get migraines. When I go to the hospital they 

give me a few tablets, but they don’t help much.

I don’t get any help from anyone. Yes, I chose this 

work, but I didn’t really have any other options—I 

have a family to feed. 

Source: HelpAge International, www.helpage.org/newsroom/life-stories/

work-and-pensions/tubakwerwa-58-uganda/. 

HUMAN 
DIVERSITY

Grandparenting in Malawi

Tubakwerwa at her fruit stall.
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that religion acted as “the opium of the people” to dull 

the pain of their oppression (1959[1844], 263). 

TIME to REFLECT

How would Durkheim respond to the figure depicting 

the capitalist system?

The fate of capitalism hinged on the conflict 

between the proletariat and capitalists, and Marx 

expected that a working-class revolution would 

replace capitalism with a more cooperative and col-

lective society—socialism. As capitalism became 

global, socialist revolutions in the twentieth century 

the countryside into the booming, bustling new cit-

ies and into the factory system, which became the 

dominant economic form—now a worldwide phe-

nomenon. They became wage workers or, in Marx’s 

terms, the proletariat (Marx and Engels 1959[1844]). 

Marx’s perspective is illustrated in a figure titled the 

“Pyramid of Capitalist System.” The labour of the 

working class toiling at the bottom provides surplus 

in the form of profit for the livelihood of the opulent 

capitalist class (shown at dinner), for priests (second 

from the top), and for the government, which orders 

the soldiers to shoot the workers when they rebel. In 

this model, religion tells lies to keep the workers paci-

fied. In one of his most famous phrases, Marx claimed 

the few grew into a rich and powerful dominant class, 

and society became increasingly unequal. Ancient 

Greece and Rome, for example, were divided between 

slaves and slave owners. In Europe during the Middle 

Ages the majority of the people worked on the land as 

serfs and handed over their surplus production to the 

various “noble lords” making up the aristocracy. 

Economically, what distinguished traditional from 

modern society, Marx said, was the rise of capitalism. 

Capitalists originated as a group of merchants, buyers 

and sellers—represented in the painting Moneychanger 

and Wife—who occupied space as a “middle class” 

between the serfs (lower class) and aristocracy (upper 

class). Over time, the middle class grew economically 

wealthy until, through a series of revolutions (such as 

the French Revolution of 1789), they took political 

power from the monarchs and aristocracies and estab-

lished themselves as the new, dominant upper class—

often represented now as the “1 per cent.” 

Under the control of the capitalists, the economic 

system was revolutionized. People were drawn from 

six children, spent the rest of their lives in England, 

living often from hand to mouth (Berlin 1963, 27–32). 

Marx sought to understand the origins of mod-

ern society and the forces leading to change within it. 

For Marx, the way to begin the analysis of any soci-

ety was to examine the way it produced and distrib-

uted the basic necessities of life—its economic system. 

Originally, societies had existed in simple, hunting 

and gathering modes. People in these earliest societies 

were close to being social equals, didn’t live under the 

thumb of any powerful government, and produced 

only what they needed to consume. 

Over time, however, land and goods, which had 

been the common property of all, became the private 

property of a few. Class divisions and conflict became 

basic features of all societies and the keys to under-

standing social change. The majority of people, who 

laboriously tilled the land, were able to produce more 

goods than they required for their own use. This excess 

was a surplus, and it went to support the elite few who 

were free from the burdens of daily labour. Over time, 

Henry Veltmeyer

AN INTERNATIONALLY RECOGNIZED SOCIOLOGIST WHO 

studies the sociology of development, Henry Veltmeyer 
was born in the Netherlands, grew up in Australia, and 
then lived and worked in Latin America for six years. He 
studied in Equador and at the University of Alabama in 
the United States before coming to Canada to complete 
a PhD at McMaster University in Hamilton. He spe-
cializes in the study of globalization and development 
in Latin America, and has applied his understanding 
of social change and social movements to explain the 
underdevelopment of Atlantic Canada and the changes 
that occurred to the Canadian class structure in the late 
twentieth century. Veltmeyer has worked at Saint Mary’s 
University in Halifax since 1976 where he initiated the 
program in International Studies. 

Over more than four decades, Veltmeyer has ana-
lyzed theories of global dependency and uneven de-
velopment. A seismic shift in global economic policy 
began on 11 September 1973 (the original 9/11) when 
the military in Chile, with the active encouragement 
and assistance of the United States CIA, overthrew the 
democratically elected socialist government in Chile. 
The coup ushered in the first regime to implement 
neo-liberal, free-market economic policies that have 
since become the dominant form of global capitalism. 

Veltmeyer sees contemporary globalization in terms 
of the development of new modes of domination, 
which work in the interests of ensuring the power and 
privileges of the few, and rely on the strength of gov-
ernments and especially the US military (Petras and 
Veltmeyer 2001). 

Sociologists understand that domination breeds 
resistance. Veltmeyer addresses the emergence of anti-
globalization protests and social movements, focusing 
on the difficulty of uniting groups that have diffuse 
goals and use different tactics. Committed to a form of 
socialist humanism, Veltmeyer is critical of the failures 
of socialist societies in the twentieth century, leading to 
the conclusion that something different is needed if so-
cial change is to lead to genuinely democratic and hu-
manitarian emancipation (Veltmeyer and Petras 2011). 
Cuban society has developed some popular forms of 
organization that go beyond the limitations of the one-
party state. Veltmeyer also sees promise in some of the 
popular movements that have arisen in countries such 
as Venezuela and Equador that are attempting to real-
ize versions of twenty-first century socialism. In his 
view, socialism requires democratization, which can 
only come about from the bottom up through an or-
ganized people’s movement (Veltmeyer 2007).

RESEARCHERS IN ACTION  

Social stratification has been a central concern since the founding of sociology. Even non-

sociologists have long understood that their lives are shaped by class structure. 
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Theoretical Balance 

The overriding goal of Sociology: 

A Canadian Perspective has been 

not just to make the theories that 

underpin the discipline compre-

hensible but to show how they in-

form an understanding of the data 

that sociologists gather—and how 

the choice of which theoretical per-

spective to use can yield new and 

surprising insights. Throughout 

the text, emerging paradigms are 

also discussed when they shed new 

light on longstanding questions. 

Global Perspective 

Although this is a book written by and for Canadians, the editors and authors never forget 

that Canada is but one small part of a vast, diverse, and endlessly fascinating social world. 

Along with Canadian data, examples, and illustrations, a wealth of information about how 

humans live and interact around the world is presented across the text.



◀ “Sociology in Action” boxes show how 

sociological research can help us better 

understand the everyday world, from issues 

surrounding gender inequality to neo-liberalism 

in reality TV.

prefacexx

Insightful Theme Boxes 

“Why study sociology?” is a question frequently asked by students. There are many rea-

sons, of course: sociology provides a unique insight into the nature of the human world; 

it shows us things about society and ourselves that we might not otherwise know; and the 

lessons of sociology can be intriguing, touching, tragic, and even fun. The dozens of theme 

boxes scattered throughout the text illustrate all of these dimensions of the discipline.

◀ New “Researchers in 

Action” boxes profile leading 

Canadian sociologists, 

giving students insight into 

the exciting work that has 

been undertaken in various 

sub-disciplines of sociology, 

right here in Canada.

▶ “Open for Discussion” boxes use 

contemporary social issues and debates 

to broaden student understanding of 

core sociological concepts. Examples 

range from sexual assault on campus to 

medically assisted conception.
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“nationalism” in towns like Drummondville, Quebec, 

were the trade unions and local associations of prop-

erty owners and retail merchants. These organizations 

urged the populace to put their “own” people first by 

favouring French Canadians in hiring and buying 

from people like themselves (under the slogan Achetez 

chez nous) rather than outsiders like the town’s Jewish 

merchants (Hughes 2009 [1943]).

Social change accelerated after the asbestos strike 

of 1949, a bitter labour dispute overlaid with ethnic 

tensions because the miners who walked off the job 

for four months were mostly francophone, while 

their managers tended to be English-speaking and 

the owners of mining companies were American. 

Through advances in communication—the spread of 

radio, telephone, and television—during the 1950s, 

the world outside of Quebec became ever harder to 

ignore. This encouraged comparison, self-scrutiny, 

and awareness that more social change was inevitable. 

Families relying on agriculture were disappearing, and 

most of the population was now urban. During the 

Great Depression, citizens had sought help from the 

Canadian state, whose reach expanded greatly dur-

ing the two world wars. French Canadians could not 

escape modernity. Why not therefore assert control 

over its direction (Balthazar 1992)?

The church was losing its hold over ways of think-

ing. Formerly a conservative and religious project, 

promoting the interests of the French minority thus 

became a secular project consistent with liberalism, the 

welfare state, and even socialism. As always, of course, 

matters were complex. Some clergy in the church, for 

example, did defend the francophone miners during 

the asbestos strike. In turn, backward-looking myths 

William K. Carroll

WILLIAM K. CARROLL IS PROFESSOR of sociology at 
the University of Victoria. He specializes in the study 
of Canadian and international political economy and 
social movements and has written over 100 books, 
chapters, and articles. The University of Amsterdam, 
the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study, Griffith 
University, the University of Sydney, Meiji University, 
and Kanazawa State University have all welcomed 
Carroll as a visiting scholar.

After completing his honours BA degree at Brock 
University, Carroll began graduate studies at York 
University. Through John Fox and Michael Ornstein, 
his professors, Carroll became interested in Marxist 
sociology, which informed his doctoral research on the 
class power of the Canadian corporate elite. In 1981 he 
moved to British Columbia, where he accepted an as-
sistant professorship at the University of Victoria. Soon 
he became active in the movement opposed to the BC 
Social Credit government. One outcome of his activ-
ism was a chapter in The New Reality, among the first 
books to analyze Canadian neo-liberalism. In 1988, the 
Canadian Sociological Association awarded Carroll its 
John Porter Memorial Prize for his Corporate Power and 
Canadian Capitalism. He again won the Porter Prize in 
2006 for his Corporate Power in a Globalizing World.

Inspired by the Italian political theorist Antonio 
Gramsci and the critical sociological tradition, Carroll 
(along with his colleague, Bob Ratner) sees progressive 
social movements as important not only because they 

challenge dominant interests but also because they foster 
novel ways of understanding and acting. For Carroll, anti-
capitalist, anti-colonial, anti-racist, feminist, LGBTQ, 
and environmental movement organizations hold a 
counter-hegemonic potential: they offer alternative 
ways of imagining a more sustainable and humane way 
of life. Although each of these movements organizes 
around different core grievances, his research (Carroll 
and Ratner 1996) indicates that a common “master 
frame” facilitates cross-movement solidarity. In other 
words, disparate movement organizations can (and do) 
find common ground and form strategic alliances.

Though originally published in 1992, Carroll’s edited 
book on the counter-hegemonic character of Canadian 
social movements, Organizing Dissent: Contemporary 
Social Movements in Theory and Practice (1997), has not 
lost its importance as a collection of theory and research 
on social movements in this country. His 1994 article 
“Between Leninism and Radical Pluralism: Gramscian 
Reflections on Counter-Hegemony and the New Social 
Movements,” is a much-cited classic in social movement 
theory. Currently, Carroll (2013) researches global ac-
tivist networks, particularly the transnational and al-
ternative policy groups that oppose the global elite’s own 
interest organizations and policy initiatives. 

SOURCE: Adapted, in part, from Elaine Coburn, “Pulling the 

monster down: Interview with William K. Carroll,” Socialist 

Studies 6, 1 (2010): 65–92.
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eating disorders, and male sexual responsibility, as well 

as recent cultural phenomena like Riot Grrrls, the Bust 

and Bitch zines, and varied adaptations of Eve Ensler’s 

Vagina Monologues. Such concerns have been high-

lighted in numerous books by young women focusing 

on what has been identified as third-wave feminism.1 

Since the early 1990s, there has been an insist-

ence on the part of many young feminists to demar-

cate a generational distinction from earlier versions 

of feminism. For example, Amy Richards and Jennifer 

Baumgardner, two “30-something” feminists who met 

while working at Ms magazine in the 1990s, wrote a 

bestselling book that resonated with many younger 

feminists growing up in Canada and the United States 

who felt alienated from the feminism of the “50-some-

thing” generation. They noted the divide between 

older feminists and those their own age “with tight 

clothes and streaky hair, who made zines and music 

and Web sites” (Baumgardner and Richards 2000, 24). 

This generational divide was also felt within sociology 

as younger women coming into the discipline began to 

reflect on and develop their own generation’s under-

standing of gender issues.

As Gillis, Howie, and Munford write in their edited 

collection, Third Wave Feminism: A Critical Exploration: 

Since the middle of the 1990s, there has been an 

explosion of popular and academic texts claim-

ing the existence and delineating the contours 

and complexities of the “third wave” as a new 

(and improved) feminist generation. The canon-

ical enunciation of the term as a call for action is 

Margrit Eichler

MARGRIT EICHLER IS PROFESSOR EMERITA of the 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of 
Toronto, and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada 
and of the European Academy of Sciences. She is a for-
mer President of the Canadian Research Institute for the 
Advancement of Women and of the Canadian Sociology 
and Anthropology Association. In her essay in her 
coedited book, Minds of Our Own: Inventing Feminist 
Scholarship and Women’s Studies in Canada and Québec, 
1966–76, Eichler describes the challenges she faced at 
the University of Waterloo in the early 1970s. She writes 
about how in her first term in a faculty job, she received 
an invitation to a reception for first-year faculty mem-
bers. This invitation, writes Eichler, was addressed to 
“Mrs. My-then-husband’s-first-and-last-name”; her re-
sponse was to call “the president’s office to object and to 
request an invitation in my own name. It did not occur 
to me that this might not be a smart thing to do as a 
young sessional instructor on her first hire. It did get the 
president’s attention; he checked and changed the policy, 
sent me a new invitation, and appointed me to head a 
committee on the status of women at the University of 
Waterloo” (Eichler 2008, 199). 

This experience launched a small network of 
feminist academics that worked to challenge the male-
centred curriculum. She writes: “One of the major 
challenges we faced was that we discussed issues for 
which as yet no terminology had evolved. . . . It meant 
we were thinking about things for which no appropriate 
language had been developed. It was hard work!” (2008, 
199–200). Eichler also worked to create spaces within 

the academy to teach about gendered inequalities; this 
led to a situation where her “classrooms were always 
overflowing, with people sitting on the floor because 
there were not enough seats” (2008, 200). 

Janet was one of those students; her sociological 
interests were completely altered by Eichler’s courses 
at the University of Waterloo in the early 1970s. We 
have both been intellectually marked by Eichler’s 
extraordinary contributions to feminist sociology. 
Her writings on feminist methodology (Eichler 1980) 
critiqued ways in which feminist social scientists could 
unintentionally perpetuate sexism within their academic 
work; she advanced a multidimensional view of sexism, 
offering seven manifestations of sexism within research 
(Eichler 1991). 

Margrit Eichler was the founder and coordinator 
of the Canadian Coalition for a Royal Commission on 
New Reproductive Technologies (Overall 1989), which 
set forth feminist ethical precepts for policies regarding 
reproductive technologies (Eichler 1989). She has 
published seminal works in feminist methodologies 
(1980, 1988b), family policies (1988a, 1991 1997), 
household labour (1980, 2007), eco-sociology (2006), 
and the history of Canadian women’s studies and 
women’s movements (1991, 2001, 2008).

While Eichler “retired” a few years ago, she remains 
a scholar and activist. She currently serves as secretary of 
Science for Peace and founder and president of Scientists 
for the Right to Know, established in 2012 to investigate 
“the muzzling of science and scientists in Canada” 
(https://scientistsfortherighttoknow.wildapricot.org/). 

RESEARCHERS IN ACTION  
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THE PRACTICE OF NATURAL SCIENCE is said to be value-

neutral; the evidence is supposed to speak for itself. 

Studying physics or chemistry, scientists are expected 

to leave their values behind, at the laboratory door. 

Whether smoking causes lung cancer, for a scientist, is a 

question to be decided by objective evidence. Scientists 

whose research funding comes from tobacco compan-

ies, however, may report only findings that don’t show a 

link between smoking and cancer. Their interest in keep-

ing their research money flowing may influence the re-

sults of their work. If you don’t believe climate change is 

caused by carbon emissions, you will search for and be-

lieve only the data that confirms your pre-existing belief. 

A lot depends on how you look at things. When we 

look at a typical Canadian map of the Earth, north is up 

and south is down. Canada sits on top of the United 

States, and we go “down” to Florida. Things change 

if you look at a map drawn from the perspective of 

“down under” in Australia. The Australian-drawn globe 

appears, to Canadians, to be “upside down.” Canada 

appears beneath the US and we have to drive up for 

spring break in Fort Lauderdale. There really is no sim-

ple “up” and “down.” These binary terms are purely rela-

tive to where you are, a point made photographically 

by the film Gravity. 

The search for generalizations about people’s ac-

tions and beliefs is not straightforward. Values and 

beliefs intrude at least as much, and probably more, 

in sociological inquiry as in natural science. For any 

social theorist, much depends on the assumptions she 

or he makes about human nature. Spencer believed 

that people were naturally and always selfish and com-

petitive. The cruel, dog-eat-dog world of capitalism in 

which he lived was, for him, a natural result of human 

nature and couldn’t be any different. Marx, on the other 

hand, believed that there was no fixed and unchanging 

“human nature.” The way humans acted, whether self-

ishly or compassionately, depended on the circum-

stances in which they lived. If you change society, you 

change the circumstances of life and change “human 

nature.” For Marx, the world was cruel and unfair, but it 

could be changed for the better.

Among all the differences between groups, how-

ever, there are certain common elements or features 

that explain a lot—if not everything—about society. 

The view of the world of the average American may be 

quite different from that of the average Canadian. But 

neither may be close to the view of a slum-dweller in 

Mumbai, India. It is likely that women and men experi-

ence and understand the world somewhat differently. 

The view of how society works from the point of view 

of the urban underclass is different in understandable 

ways from the perspective of Conrad Black or members 

of the corporate elite. 

In sociology, “where you are” is a complicated busi-

ness. So, too, is what is done about different perspec-

tives and interests. In the residential schools, church 

and state in Canada attempted to erase the cultural 

heritage of Canada’s Indigenous peoples, a practice re-

ferred to as “cultural genocide.” At a minimum, as Max 

Weber said, in sociology it is necessary to understand 

your biases and make them clear.

OPEN FOR 
DISCUSSION

Should (Can) Social Theory Be Value-Neutral?

The film Gravity tells us there is no sound in space. The cinematography reminds us that there is also no perspective that is 

consistently up or down. 
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significance along with conservation and preservation 

as environmental goals. The current era of environ-

mentalism has increasingly focused on the dangers 

associated with industrial pollution and the occur-

rence of pollution sources in residential communities. 

Recent years have seen the emergence of new grass-

roots forms of environmentalism with this focus as 

their mandate. 

The Toxic Waste Movement

The toxic waste movement is a branch of environ-

mentalism unlike either the mainstream environment-

al movement or the new ecologies. On the one hand, 

the well-funded and organized mainstream environ-

mental organizations, such as the Sierra Club, rely on 

professional leadership and a skilled staff, along with 

well-placed connections within the power structure 

and a large public base of followers for financial sup-

port. On the other hand, the new ecologies, while far 

less resourced, are inspired by the ideology and shared 

values of their members. 

The toxic waste movement reflects few of the ten-

dencies of either of these more general arms of the 

environmental movement. The movement is, in a sense, 

all the disputes and protests by myriad groups opposed 

to perceived environmental threats present in their own 

communities. Diffuse in its focus, the toxic waste move-

ment is associated with all manner of protest against 

everything from proposed developments, such as a new 

landfill, factory, or highway, to pollution caused by an 

existing industry. What unites the toxic waste move-

ment is a common focus on perceived health threats. 

SUPPORTERS FOR MAINSTREAM ENVIRONMENTAL OR-

GANIZATIONS are typically people with a high socio-

economic background and a high level of education. 

An exception to this pattern is described in an article 

by environmental sociologist Hal Aronson titled “Be-

coming an Environmental Activist: The Process of Trans-

formation from Everyday Life into Making History in the 

Hazardous Waste Movement.” Aronson documents the 

process by which ordinary citizens can become career 

environmental activists. Such people initially have few 

political aspirations and trust government institutions 

and elected representatives to solve any problems or 

risks they and their families face. Reality comes as a 

shock when their own lives are disrupted by environ-

mental disaster and they discover that the state and its 

officials have no intention of rescuing them. The experi-

ence can be life-altering. Tasked with fighting not only 

polluters but government indifference as well, citizens 

who formerly felt little political consciousness become 

environmental activists. 

The case of Brenda Halloran, elected twice as mayor 

of the City of Waterloo, Ontario, provides a vivid illustra-

tion of Aronson’s thesis. In 1969, a home on Ralgreen 

Crescent in Kitchener exploded as a result of methane 

build-up. Following this “accident,” the city investigated. 

While acknowledging in its report that “a great deal of 

potential hazard was evident” (Kitchener-Waterloo Record 

1978), the city did nothing further to ensure the safety of 

residents. The neighbourhood of semi-detached homes 

and townhouses contained residents of modest means 

without much sway with city politicians. In fact, the sub-

division had been built over a former municipal waste 

disposal site, something the current residents had never 

been told. By the mid 1990s, problems stemming from 

the old dump began to be evident, with cracking and 

slumping of foundations, foul-smelling black sludge in 

basements, and decomposing garbage buried under 

lawns. Some residents were experiencing chronic ill-

nesses, with at least one reported case of leukemia. 

Despite acknowledging the presence of contam-

inants lying beneath it, the City of Kitchener refused 

to assist the residents. A city-commissioned study 

reported the levels of toxicity to be safe. It was left to 

the residents to discover that the recommendation was 

based on standards applying to an industrial site, not 

a residential neighbourhood. In the face of such gov-

ernment stonewalling and misinformation, the fight 

for reparations was left to the residents themselves. Ms 

Halloran led the campaign on behalf of the Ralgreen 

Homeowners Association in an extended struggle 

that captured national media coverage. As a result 

of such notoriety, as well as a $65-million civil action 

suit launched by residents in 2000, the city eventually 

backed down and agreed to purchase and remove the 

27 affected homes and to rebuild the neighbourhood. 

It was a dramatic victory for the rights of the aver-

age citizen and a defining time in the life of Brenda 

Halloran, who went on to a career as a community and 

environmental leader, culminating with her election as 

mayor of Waterloo in 2006.

SOCIOLOGY 
IN ACTION

Becoming an Environmental Activist 
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FIGURE 8.2 Canadians with Low Income over a 6-Year Period, by Gender, 2005–20101,2

NOTES: 

1. Years spent in low income are not necessarily consecutive.

2. Based on after-tax LICOs. 

SOURCE: HRSDC calculations based on Statistics Canada, “Persistence of low income, by selected characteristics, every 3 years,” CANSIM Table 202-0807 (2012), 

http://www4.hrsdc.gc.ca/.3ndic.1t.4r@-eng.jsp?iid=83.

HOW MANY TIMES HAVE WE heard this before: New 

Canadians with professional and medical degrees are 

driving taxis instead of designing buildings or deliv-

ering pizzas instead of delivering babies? The pro-

verbial immigrant taxi driver with a doctorate from 

a developing country reflects a key contradiction in 

Canada’s immigration trends: Immigrants may be in-

creasingly skilled and highly educated, yet many can’t 

get a break because they are penalized by the very 

qualifications that gained them entry in the first place 

(Kunz 2003). And yet despite this untapped potential of 

underused labour, Canada is experiencing a skills short-

age that borders on the scandalous. 

Many foreign-trained doctors encounter frustrating 

roadblocks on the road to accreditation, ranging from 

costly retraining programs to a restricted number of 

residencies (from two to seven years of training in hos-

pitals upon graduation), despite a doubling to 200 of 

residency positions in Ontario for foreign-trained doc-

tors. However, not all foreign-trained medical gradu-

ates must jump the hoops to practise in Canada. For 

example, foreign-trained doctors from the so-called 

Category 1 countries (New Zealand, Australia, South 

Africa, England, and the United States) are allowed 

to bypass the internship requirement and practise 

medicine immediately after an evaluating exam. By 

contrast, foreign-trained doctors from elsewhere have 

to pass equivalence and evaluating exams when they 

are applying for the limited number of positions in the 

mandatory internship program. 

Let’s be honest: To encourage the highly skilled 

to come to Canada, then deny them access to good 

jobs, is an inexcusable waste of human talent. The 

fact that Canada is poaching talent from those coun-

tries who can scarcely afford to lose the brightest and 

best (whose training costs they have absorbed as well) 

is unconscionable. For example, for many poor coun-

tries, the percentage of skilled nationals residing in the 

global north is stunning, including 41 per cent from the 

Caribbean regions (for example, the island of Grenada 

must train 22 physicians to secure the services of one) 

and 27 per cent from western Africa, in effect dooming 

these countries to poverty (Kapur 2005). Soon the word 

will get out that Canada’s welcome mat is not what it 

seems to be, that Canada is big on seducing immi-

grants into Canada but then leaving them stranded to 

fend for themselves. 

SOURCE: Excerpt from Augie Fleras, Unequal Relations: An Introduction to 

Race, Ethnic and Aboriginal Dynamics in Canada, 6th edn (Scarborough, 

ON: Prentice-Hall, 2009). Reprinted with permission from the author.
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THAT THE ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT IS a successful 

social movement is a mark of its adaptability as much as 

its resiliency. The complexity of the movement, evolv-

ing from early preservationists and consumptive wild-

life users to today’s many-layered and multi-faceted 

environmentalism, reflects a long-standing talent for 

transforming itself as circumstances require. Such 

change keeps it current—able not only to respond to 

new challenges but also to utilize innovative strategies 

for spreading its message. Over the years, environment-

alism has achieved many successes by drawing on a 

wide array of means for achieving its ends, from old-

fashioned lobbying and politicking, to sit-ins, con sumer 

boycotts, petitions, and lawsuits, to peaceful public pro-

test and even, on occasion, violent direct action.

Recently, environmentalism has begun to draw 

strength from the new media technologies and social 

networking, such as Facebook and Twitter. While not 

exclusive to environmental causes, the environmental 

movement has embraced these new technologies as 

the means for inciting, organizing, and directing pro-

test. This strategy, termed cyberactivism, permits 

environmental organizers to use the capability of these 

vastly popular technologies to reach far greater num-

bers of potential adherents as well as new political 

communities, while transcending both geographical 

and political boundaries. 

Take Greenpeace’s campaign to force food giant 

Nestlé to eliminate palm oils from its candy products 

like Kit Kat and Coffee Crisp. The production of palm 

oil contributes to the destruction of the Indonesia 

rainforest, home of the orangutan, which is being 

pushed toward extinction. Utilizing social networks, 

Greenpeace spread the message of potential habitat 

destruction and succeeded in galvanizing thousands 

of individuals to send online protest messages to 

Nestlé, with the company eventually announcing it 

would no longer buy palm oil products that contrib-

ute to the destruction of the rainforest. In Canada, 

Greenpeace has also used cyberactivism to pressure 

the British Columbia government into preserving 

the Great Bear rainforest. Greenpeace reaches out 

to hundreds of thousands through social network-

ing sites and cellphones, and an individual’s protest 

can be quickly directed to the politician or com-

pany in question with just a few mouse clicks on the 

Greenpeace website. As an environmental organ-

ization, Greenpeace has long augmented its success 

through various high-profile media campaigns and 

stunts, earning the organization and its causes con-

siderable notoriety. Although not intended to replace 

its impressive arsenal of protest tools, cyberactivism is 

a significant new and complementary strategy—one 

that may prove revolutionary.

UNDER THE
WIRE

Environmental Cyberactivism

A grove of cedars in Hesquiat Lake Creek, Clayoquot Sound, on Vancouver Island. Although Clayoquot 

Sound’s rainforest is a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, commercial activities such as logging continue.
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on police academy socialization explores the socializa-

tion that takes place during training to serve on a police 

force. The researchers found that despite the philosoph-

ical emphasis on “community policing” and its power-

ful themes of decentralization and flexibility, the most 

important lessons learned in police training were those 

that reinforce the paramilitary structure and culture. 

In the study, it was observed that recruits had to 

adhere to a strict code of conduct, including a dress 

code (i.e., a uniform). This is viewed as a type of “sym-

bolic control,” since it ensured social distance from 

“outsiders.” Many such lessons were taught and inter-

nalized. For example, a strong moral code that cat-

egorized and separated “the good guys” from the “bad 

guys” was emphasized, as were values of group solidar-

ity and loyalty. As one recruit stated, “What happens 

IN AN INCREASINGLY GLOBAL WORLD, even crises and 

catastrophes that take place in countries thousands 

of miles away become part of children’s daily lives 

when there is exposure to the news media. News re-

ports from the conflicts in Afghanistan, chechnya, Iraq, 

Palestine, Sudan, the former Yugoslavia, to name but a 

few, as well as events such as the 11 September 2001 

attacks on the united States, the bombings of Madrid 

and London transportation systems, and suicide 

bombers in Israel, have all been at the center of world 

media attention. The sad truth is that war and conflict 

are an everyday reality for many children all over the 

globe, either directly or in mediated forms. That violent 

conflicts have always had detrimental effects on all hu-

mans, children included, is self-evident. The physical 

effects (death, injury, famine, infectious disease, reloca-

tion, sexual abuse, etc.), the psychological effects (fear, 

stress, bereavement, post-traumatic reactions, desensi-

tization to suffering, maladjustment, etc.), or even the 

distant threat of such have proved to have deep and 

lasting effects on children, even following incidental 

encounters (Leavitt and Fox 1993).

In her compassionate reflections on the pain of others, 

Sontag (2003) discussed the meanings of visual portray-

als of the suffering of other people in faraway zones of 

conflicts viewed by privileged and often safe audiences. 

In her critique, she offered the following observations:

Being a spectator of calamities taking place in 

another country is a quintessential modern ex-

perience, the cumulative offering by more than 

a century and a half’s worth of those profes-

sional, specialized tourists known as journalists. 

Wars are now also living room sights and sounds. 

Information about what is happening elsewhere, 

called “news,” features conflict and violence—“If 

it bleeds, it leads” runs the venerable guideline 

of tabloids and twenty-four-hour headline news 

shows—to which the response is compassion, or 

indignation, or titillation, or approval, as each mis-

ery heaves into view. (18)

What is the meaning of this technological and social 

development? children hear about, see, and must cope 

with these troubling, often frightening events that were 

once only the preserve of adults. They have to endeavour 

to assimilate the fragments of information they receive 

from the media and try to make sense of them. They 

have to deal emotionally with the suffering of others 

and with gruesome portrayals of atrocities. children at 

various ages, developmental levels, media competen-

cies, and personal life experiences have varying skills 

and cognitive schemes, as well as interests in and experi-

ences with which to make sense of news reports. clearly 

they develop a picture of the events as functions of their 

personal life history and the media offerings available 

to them. However, the social-political-cultural environ-

ments as well as adult mediation at home and in the 

educational system also influence them.

Source: Dafna Lemish and May Götz, eds, Children and Media in Times of 

Conflict (cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, 2007), 1–2. reprinted with permis-

sion of the Publisher.

GLOBAL 
ISSUES

Globalization, Children, and Media in Times of War 

and Conflict

Socialization to new roles (such as grandparenthood, 

retirement, or widowhood) occurs throughout the life course.
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Validity and Reliability

In the process of operationalizing our theories and 

concepts into variables and hypotheses, it is import-

ant that this process of translation be as clean as pos-

sible. That is, we want to ensure that our variables and 

hypotheses accurately reflect our theories and con-

cepts. When we go out and collect our data, we must 

use measures that are both valid and reliable. The 

most important step in this process is the construction 

of operational definitions of our concepts. These are 

definitions that specify what we are going to observe, 

how we are going to make our observations, and how 

we are going to differentiate observations from non-

observations (or how we will know which possible ele-

ments to exclude from our study). 

Validity

The validity of an empirical indicator is always related 

to the concept it is supposed to capture. A valid meas-

ure is one that adequately represents the concept, and 

an invalid measure is one that does not. There are no 

valid or invalid measures as such, and the validity of 

an indicator is always related to the concept being 

measured and is always a matter of degree. A measure 

can be perfectly valid in relation to one concept but 

invalid for another. For instance, sociologists often use 

EVERY ORGANIZATION NEEDS LEADERS. COMPANIES 

need ceos who will help them to increase profits or 

turn around a run of bad years. churches require strong 

leaders and universities need visionary presidents to 

ensure that they remain dynamic and relevant. 

But are leaders born or bred? Sociologically, this is 

an important question, because if they are born (that 

is, if most of the essential features of a good leader are 

determined at birth or a young age), then the hundreds 

of leadership programs available across North America 

are largely ineffective. If leaders are bred, then a very 

different story emerges. 

This discussion shows how important theory is to 

the definition of a problem. If the theory is that leaders 

are born, we should identify these people at a young 

age and put them in positions of power. But if the 

theory is that leaders are bred, “leadership training” as a 

concept starts to make sense. 

The prevailing view at present is that leaders are 

bred—that leadership can be taught. Perhaps this 

seems to be the prevailing view because so many or-

ganizations are offering leadership training programs, 

and they all have an interest in this position. But if lead-

ers are bred, then it becomes possible to evaluate the 

quality or effectiveness of different training programs. 

A great number of studies attempt to do just that. 

Sometimes the evidence seems to suggest that these 

programs work (Mighty and Ashton 2003; Nichols 

2002), and at other times it suggests they don’t (Allio 

2005; Fossey and Shoho 2006).

one of the reasons for these conflicting findings is 

the wide scope of human diversity, so these programs 

will work for some people and not others. But another 

possibility is that the prevailing theory is wrong and 

“natural born leaders” excel in these programs and fol-

lowers do not. 

HUMAN 
DIVERSITY

Are Leaders Born or Bred?

Tenzin Gyatso, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, was selected for 

his office as the head monk of the Gelug school of Tibetan 

Buddhism at the age of two. How is a discussion of leadership 

complicated when spiritual and religious leaders are taken 

into account?
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doctor and puts it into the hands of epidemiologists 

and other scientists who determine best-practice prin-

ciples that doctors are expected to follow. Moreover, 

best-practice findings are no longer published only in 

arcane medical journals but often are easily accessible 

to insurance company personnel and to individual 

patients through numerous, disease-specific Internet 

sites. Thus patients too are more likely to be able to 

challenge their doctors. 

The Socio-Economic Background  

of Medical Students in Canada

There are substantial differences between the back-

grounds of medical students and those of the rest of 

the Canadian population. Doctors are not drawn in 

a representative way from across the socio-economic 

and socio-demographic variations of the whole popu-

lation of citizens. 

THE INTERNET HAS CHANGED HEALTH care in the mod-

ern world. Nettleton and colleagues argue that this 

is such a profound alteration that it deserves a new 

name, which they suggest should be called “e-scaped” 

medicine (2004). More people go online for medical 

advice on a daily basis than visit doctors. According 

to Statistics Canada’s Canada Internet Use Survey, 80 

per cent of Canadians used the Internet for personal 

reasons such as email, social networking, and banking 

in 2009. Almost three-quarters of adult women (74.9 

per cent) and about two-thirds of adult men (66 per 

cent) used the Internet for information about health 

(Statistics Canada 2009a). This increasing access to and 

reliance on the medium has led to increased knowledge 

among patients in their relationships with doctors. Not 

all of the information available on the Web is credible, 

however, and evaluating medical sites is complicated. 

There are often millions of potential Internet sites for 

any one diagnosis. Nettleton and her colleagues (2005) 

have found that people have become “medicalized” in 

their use of the Internet and use “rhetorics of reliability” 

that suggest there is an increasing level of similarity be-

tween the dominant biomedical ideas of what consti-

tutes good information and lay use patterns. 

UNDER THE
WIRE

Health Care Online

These elderly people maintain their energy and improve their health by participating in group exercise.
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◀ “Global Issues” boxes draw upon examples 

from around the world to illustrate the effects of 

globalization and show what sociologists have 

to say about, for instance, health inequality,  

the Occupy movement, or global progress on 

education.

▶ “Human Diversity” boxes seek 

to introduce students to the 

ways of life, experiences, and 

world views of different cultures 

and social groups, whether they 

are Aboriginal Canadians, veiled 

Muslim women, or Mexican 

farm workers. 

◀ “Under the Wire” boxes 

analyze the ways in which 

current media and new 

technologies influence social 

patterns and behaviours, such 

as religious expression on the 

Internet and environmental 

cyberactivism.



◀ Learning objectives 

at the start of each 

chapter provide a 

concise overview of 

the key concepts that 

will be covered.

Sociology as a Human Pursuit 

Sociology: A Canadian Perspective celebrates the fact that while 

sociology is an academic discipline with a distinguished pedigree, 

it is also a very human pursuit—a fact that becomes clear in the 

brief “Meet the Author” narratives included in every chapter. The 

text’s contributors first encountered the discipline at the same age 

as many of the students now using this text in “intro. soc.” classes. 

Sociology is, above all, the study of human beings interacting with-

in society in all their wonderful complexity, and “Meet the Author” 

provides an intriguing glimpse into why this particular group of 

individuals chose to make sociology a part of their life work.

Aids to Student Learning 

A textbook must fulfill a double duty: while meeting instructors’ expecta-

tions for accuracy, currency, and comprehensiveness, it must also speak to 

today’s students, providing them with an accessible introduction to a body 

of knowledge. To that end, numerous features to promote student learning 

are incorporated throughout the book. 
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by a variety of languages, which seek to tell us what sex 

is, what it ought to be—and what it could be.” These 

languages of sex are then “embedded in moral trea-

tises, laws, educational practices, psychological theor-

ies, medical definitions, social rituals, pornographic 

or romantic fictions, popular music and common 

sense assumptions (most of which disagree) [which] 

set the horizon of the possible.” Sexuality therefore has 

to do with who we are and what place we (are allowed 

to) take within society.

Once people are packaged into boxes—male or 

female, masculine or feminine, heterosexual or homo-

sexual—sexism (the subordination of one sex, usually 

female, and the perceived superiority of the other) 

and homophobia (an irrational fear and/or hatred of 

homosexuals and homosexuality) help to reinforce 

rigid boundaries and keep people in their place. For 

example, a young person who challenges traditional 

gender ideology or practices is likely to be teased and 

taunted (“you fag”). Boys, perhaps more than girls, 

who cross the gender divide are often harassed back 

into stereotypically masculine behaviour. Children 

and youths learn quickly to avoid ridicule by con-

forming to prescribed gender and sexual norms. As 

a result, we come to see certain types of behaviour as 

normal, natural, and inevitable—the core or essence 

of femininity or masculinity, heterosexuality or homo-

sexuality—when in fact we may have been forced to 

suppress parts of our identities that cross the gender 

and sexual divide. (We have come to treat as nat-

ural, inevitable, or essential things that are cultural, 

learned, and open to change.) 

SEXUALITY OVER THE CENTURIES

Sex and Spirituality: Cross-Cultural 

Diversity and Social Change

We often think of sex and religion as being in oppos-

ition to one another, but sex and spirituality have been 

closely linked among some cultures and belief systems, 

and certainly all religions have had something to say 

about our sexual, procreative “nature.” Theosophy, for 

example, is a philosophical system professing to achieve 

knowledge of the divine through spiritual ecstasy. 

Dozens of cultures throughout history—including 

ancient Sumerians, Egyptians, and Greeks and, over the 

past few centuries, some groups in Borneo, the Ibo of 

Nigeria, the Ewe-speaking peoples of southeast Ghana, 

Benin, and Togo, and some groups in pre-conquest 

South and Meso-America—have had sacred male 

and/or female prostitutes (Bishop 1996). Many North 

American Aboriginal societies had transgender or 

two-spirit shamans or healers fulfilling religious duties 

because they were believed to possess spiritual qualities 

(Miranda 2010; Carocci 2009; Baird 2001).

In ancient China, sex was seen as a form of wor-

ship that led to immortality. Using some of the basic 

principles of Taoism, the Su-nu Ching (an ancient 

text), believed to have been written around the second 

or third century CE, noted that “those who know the 

Tao of loving and harmonize the yin and yang are able 

to blend the five joys into a heavenly pleasure” (cited 

in Bishop 1996, 140). In India, some time between the 

third and fifth centuries CE, the Kama Sutra was writ-

ten by a lifelong celibate and sage named Vatsyayana. 

The Kama Sutra has been identified as significant as a 

text because it gave as much importance to a woman’s 

active sexual involvement and pleasure as it did to a 

MEET  THE   AUTHOR

If you asked me in my first year 

of university what I wanted 

to do in life, I would prob-

ably have said “teach . . . per-

haps.” If you pressed me, you’d 

find that I had no idea what I 

wanted to do in life. To keep my 

options open, I decided to do 

a double major in history—my 

first love—and something else. 

Psychology required that I take methods and sta-

tistics in upper years, so that was out of the ques-

tion. Sociology seemed straightforward and based on 

common sense. They study families; I’m part of a 

family. They study ethnicity; I’m an immigrant. They 

study social class; I grew up in a working-class fam-

ily. Sounded easy, and no stats. 

Did I say “no stats”? That was my first mistake. 

My second was the idea that sociology was based on 

common sense. I quickly learned that sociology chal-

lenges common-sense assumptions about how the 

world works. That’s what got me hooked.

Despite my misinformed and rocky beginning, I 

find myself teaching sociology at Ryerson (and social 

research methods, to boot!). In 2013, I also became 

President of the Canadian Sociological Association.

—Patrizia Albanese

IN THIS CHAPTER YOU WILL:

	 Review the origins of environmental sociology 

as a recent field of study for understanding 

environmental problems;

	 Examine global population growth and its 

relationship to poverty and development;

	 Differentiate theories of environmental sociology 

and their basic assumptions;

	 Critically assess such terms as “sustainable 

development,” “scarcity,” and “carrying capacity”;

	 Understand the theory of “risk society”;

	 Learn about the social constructionist perspective 

as it is applied in environmental sociology;

	 Appreciate the distribution of environmental 

benefits and impacts;          

	 Differentiate between the various sides of the 

environmental movement.

24
The Environment

G. KEITH WARRINER
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◀ Questions for critical thought, 

recommended readings, and 

recommended websites at the 

end of each chapter encourage 

readers to think deeply about 

key issues and point students 

toward useful sources for 

further research.
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Questions for Critical Thought

1. How has the common, binary (dichotomized) defin-

ition of “sex” affected our understanding of sexuality?

2. According to Plummer (2003, 516), “There is no es-

sential ‘sexuality’ with a strictly biological base that 

is cut off from the social.” What does this mean? Can 

you think of ways it is manifested in your life?

3. There is considerable historical and cross-cultural 

diversity in regard to sexuality and spirituality. In 

your opinion, why have sex and sexuality been 

linked to spirituality? Why do some groups try to 

keep the two far apart?

4. There are clearly very different approaches to the 

study of sex and sexuality. How do biological and 

psychoanalytic explanations compare to sociolog-

ical approaches? What are the key factors that set 

them apart? 

5. For decades feminists have had deeply divisive 

debates about the roles of pornographic media in 

promoting heterosexist institutions and relations. 

What role do you think pornography plays in our 

understanding of men’s and women’s sexuality? Has 

the Internet changed this?

6. Studies show that adolescent men and women dif-

fer significantly in their attitudes and experiences 

when it comes to sex. Why do gender differences 

persist? Do you expect these differences will dis-

appear? Why? Why not? 

7. Welsh (1999) noted that heterosexual norms in the 

workplace often exclude or sexualize women, si-

lence or closet gay man and lesbians, and work to 

constrain the behaviour of heterosexual men. How 

are these norms manifested? What should be done, 

if anything, to address these issues? 

8. Has the Internet “revolutionized” sex? What evi-

dence do we have that it has? What evidence is 

there that it has not?

Recommended Readings

Barry Adam and Eleanor Maticka-Tyndale, eds. 2011. 

Special Issue: Sexuality, Sexual Health, and Sexual 

Rights. Canadian Review of Sociology/Revue cana-

dienne de sociologie 48 (3).

This collection brings together a wealth of Canadian 

sociological research on sexualities, sexual health, and 

human rights. It includes articles using diverse meth-

odologies, from a range of theoretical perspectives and 

advocacy paradigms. 

Mary Louise Adams. 1999. The Trouble with Normal: 

Postwar Youth and the Making of Heterosexuality. 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Adams writes about the social construction of hetero-

sexuality and the discourse surrounding the notions of 

“normal” and “heterosexuality” as they were imposed on 

youth in postwar Canada.

Judith Butler. 2006 [1990]. Gender Troubles: 

Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: 

Routledge Classics.

Butler’s groundbreaking work challenges some trad-

itional feminists’ assumptions about the “naturalness” 

and essentialism of sex and gender. She argues that the 

masculine and feminine are not biologically fixed cat-

egories but rather are culturally determined.

Michel Foucault. 1990. The History of Sexuality: An 

Introduction. New York: Vintage Books.

This is the first volume of Foucault’s three-volume 

study of sexual history, presenting a detailed, critical, 

and provocative account of the changing attitudes and 

discourses surrounding sexuality and sexual repression. 

His purpose is “to show how deployments of power are 

directly connected to the body” (151).

Adam Isaiah Green, ed. 2013. Sexual Fields: Towards a 

Sociology of Collective Sexual Life. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press.

Adam Isaiah Green organizes this text around what has 

been called a groundbreaking new framework of sex-

ual fields—appetites and dispositions related to race, 

ethnicity, class, gender, and age—that shape our erotic 

worlds. These sexual fields act as arenas or sites of strat-

ification and dominion wherein actors vie for partners, 

social significance, and esteem. 

Gary Kinsman and Patrizia Gentile. 2010. The 

Canadian War on Queers. Vancouver: University of 

British Columbia Press.

This book draws on official security documents obtained 

through Access to Information requests and on interviews 

with gays and lesbians, civil servants, and high-ranking 
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officials to reveal that for nearly 50 years, agents of the 

Canadian state spied on, interrogated, and harassed 

gays and lesbians as threats to society. 

Mireille Miller-Young. 2010. “Putting hypersexuality 

to work: Black women and illicit eroticism in pornog-

raphy.” Sexualities 13 (2): 219–35.

This article focuses on the labour marginalization of black 

female performers in the pornography industry. It shows 

that their representations and experiences are shaped by 

racialized and gendered sexual commerce, stereotypes, 

structural inequalities, and social biases. Miller-Young 

shows that black sex workers, while facing multiple axes 

of discrimination, also employ hypersexuality and illicit 

eroticism to achieve mobility and erotic autonomy.

Diane Naugler, ed. 2012. Canadian Perspectives in 

Sexualities Studies. Identities, Experiences, and the 

Contexts of Change. Toronto: Oxford University Press. 

This 45-author anthology of previously published work 

includes foundational texts from the mid nineteenth 

century, to more recent Canadian articles. It traces and 

reflects the development of sexuality studies in Canada.

Jeffrey Weeks. 1991. Against Nature: Essays on History, 

Sexuality and Identity. London: Rivers Oram Press.

Weeks presents a historical overview of the study and 

regulation of sexuality in general and homosexuality in 

particular. He also explores the personal and cultural 

impact of the AIDS crisis and the politics and values of 

the post-modern Western world. 

Recommended Websites

Egale Canada

www.egale.ca

Egale Canada is a national organization that advances 

equality and justice for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-

identified people and their families across Canada. 

The site includes summaries of key court cases, press 

re leases, and information on local, national, and inter-

national campaigns and events. 

Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS)

www.unaids.org/en

UNAIDS brings together the efforts and resources of 10 

UN organizations to the global AIDS response. The website 

includes international data on HIV and an extensive range 

of publications and materials (e.g., research reports, best 

practices) on a variety of topics related to HIV/AIDS.

Pivot Legal Society

www.pivotlegal.org

Pivot Legal Society, a non-profit legal advocacy organ-

ization located in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, takes 

a strategic approach to social change, using the law to 

address the root causes that undermine the quality of 

life of those most on the margins. Pivot’s main cam-

paigns are directed toward addiction, housing, policing, 

and sex work; the group helped to coordinate sex work-

ers’ participation in the parliamentary review of prostitu-

tion laws in 2013.

Sex Information and Education Council of Canada 

(SIECCAN)

www.sieccan.org

SIECCAN is dedicated to informing the public and profes-

sionals about diverse aspects of human sexuality. It also 

publishes the Canadian Journal of Human Sexuality.

Sex Workers Education and Advocacy Task Force 

(SWEAT)

www.sweat.org.za 

SWEAT, a not-for-profit organization based in Cape Town, 

South Africa, works with sex workers around health and 

human rights issues. The organization provides safer-sex 

educational outreach as well as legal advice and skills 

training, and its site contains fact sheets, resources 

for sex workers, and recent research and publications 

re lated to sex work. 

Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS)

www.sexscience.org

This international organization dedicated to the advance-

ment of knowledge about sexuality consists of an inter-

disciplinary group of professionals who believe in the 

importance of both the production of quality research 

and the clinical, educational, and social applications of 

research related to all aspects of sexuality.

World Health Organization (WHO)—Sexual Health

www.who.int/topics/sexual_health/en

The World Health Organization, a UN agency, provides 

information on a wide range of health topics, includ-

ing sexual health and sexual violence. Included here are 

fact sheets, reports, and publications on a wide range 

of topics, such as adolescent sexual and reproductive 

health, sexually transmitted diseases, and female gen-

ital mutilation.

preface xxiii

▶ Graphs and tables. Although 

qualitative research methods 

have grown in importance 

in recent years, one of the 

characteristics that still 

distinguishes sociology from 

other liberal arts and social 

sciences is its emphasis on 

using quantitative data and 

analysis as a crucial tool 

for understanding society. 

Colourful graphs and charts 

make such data clear in a way 

that sometimes text cannot.

▶ “Time to Reflect” questions 

placed throughout the text 

prompt students to analyze 

the material both in and out 

of the classroom.
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one-child Jewish family in Toronto, for example, would 

be considerably different from growing up in a large 

Ukrainian farm family in rural Saskatchewan. Indeed, 

family size can also influence socialization experi ences, 

since siblings can play a part as socializing agents, for 

example, as role models or as babysitters.

Further, social class and ethnic/cultural back-

ground can influence the kinds of life chances and 

values that are being transmitted to children. The clas-

sic work conducted by Kohn (1969) concluded that 

working-class parents tend to stress conformity in their 

children, whereas middle-class parents model a wider 

range of behaviour and are more likely to encour-

age their children to attend university. For example, 

a recent study on this topic found that a substantial 

proportion of working-class parents, more commonly 

fathers, saw a skilled trade as a good job for their sons. 

This finding reinforces the idea that parental expecta-

tions and styles of engagement reflect the material con-

texts in which families are embedded (Irwin and Elley 

2012). Parents at a higher socio-economic level are 

social context with cultural norms about child-rearing 

that can be very different than those in one’s country 

of origin. Despite this diversity and other changes, 

much continuity in family life exists. Notably, as 

shown in Figure 4.2, most Canadian children still 

grow up in two-parent households (either in a mar-

ried or common-law marital status). Bibby (2009) also 

finds that most young people aspire to marry (for life 

and formalized with some type of religious ceremony) 

and want to have children. 

Regardless of the continuation of many family 

practices, our experiences are variable, and they occur 

within unique social/ecological contexts (Sue Wilson 

2008). Intra-familial factors, such as the age of the par-

ents when a child is born, the number of other children 

in the family, and the types of social support received 

from others, can profoundly influence socialization. 

Extra-familial factors, such as the neighbourhood in 

which the family lives, work/employment experiences, 

social class background, and culture, also play a role 

in these experiences (Albanese 2009). Growing up in a 
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SOURCE: Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, “Educating students about drug use and mental health—Risk and protective factors,” http://www.camh.ca/en/
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top of the social pyramid and deserved their priv-

ileged status, while the poor and the weak naturally 

sank to the bottom. Spencer’s view of the world is so 

in tune with modern capitalism that many people still 

see the world in these terms and believe people get 

what they deserve. 

TIME to REFLECT

What does it mean to live in a revolutionary age? How 

is the word “revolution” used today?

Karl Marx also sought to discover the “laws” of 

modern, capitalist society (1959). In his view, how-

ever, these laws would inevitably lead to a working-

class revolution, causing the capitalist system to come 

crashing down: the last would become first. Thus, the 

search for social “laws” had led to quite different—

indeed opposite—conclusions. 

Juggernauts are gigantic chariots used in Hindu processions that sometimes 

careen out of control, crushing people in their path. How do the movements  

of these chariots mimic the effects of globalization on local cultures?
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CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGY 

What was a sociologist to do? First, let’s 

consider that many of the questions 

sociologists are interested in don’t have 

a rational basis. The idea that we fre-

quently act according to habit or custom, 

unthinkingly, or according to our beliefs 

and values, suggests that people often do 

not reason things out and make “rational” 

choices. Many of the things we accept as 

natural, from our experience of time to 

our views of “human nature,” are actually 

socially constructed. 

Second, many social theorists have 

sought to understand people’s intentions 

and bring the elements of thinking and 

choosing into their analysis. German 

sociologist Max Weber said that people 

act on the basis of what they intend and 

what they believe; to understand them, 

you have to take these subjective factors 

into account. As long as we believe that 

the laws of the country are basically right 

and for the good of everyone, we will 

obey—in Weber’s view, we accept author-

ity as legitimate and follow the rules that 

are given to us (1964, 325–8). If, instead, 

we believe that law represents only the 

interests of the rich and powerful, we might disobey, 

intentionally breaking store windows and setting 

police cars on fire.

Giving up the search for the “laws of society” did 

not mean giving up the search for (uncertain) predic-

tion and (limited) control. It meant being more mod-

est about what could be understood. We all know 

someone who “defied the odds,” who “made it” eco-

nomically despite being born into poverty. But socio-

logically speaking, poverty is more likely than not to 

beget poverty. Even free public schooling for everyone 

doesn’t necessarily create a level playing field; people 

frequently settle back into the same social position 

once they’re in the workforce. 

Finally, as Comte realized, two apparently contra-

dictory things seem true of society: it basically stays 

the same over time, and it is constantly changing. 

The binary of continuity and change has led to two 

different sociological perspectives. From one point of 

4  |  Socialization 101

Table 4.2     Frequency and Percentages of Characters Showing Hypersexuality Indicators by the 

Entertainment Software Review Board and Gender

Hypersexuality Indicators Everyone Teen Mature Total

Women

Sexually revealing clothing 33%, n=3 30%, n=8 53%, n=17 41%, n=28

Partially or totally nude 22%, n=2 41%, n=11 50%, n=16 43%, n=29

Unrealistic body proportion 44%, n=4 8%, n=2 34%, n=11 25%, n=17

Small waist 56%, n=5 39%, n=10 38%, n=12 40%, n=27

Breast size (voluptuous) 11%, n=1 12%, n=3 43%, n=13 26%, n=17

Inappropriateness of attire  9%, n=1 19%, n=5 17%, n=5 16%, n=11

Men

Sexually revealing clothing 18%, n=32  6%, n=6  6%, n=7 11%, n=45

Partially or totally nude  1%, n=2  8%, n=8 5%, n=6  4%, n=16

Unrealistic body proportions  1%, n=1  6%, n=6  0%, n=0  2%, n=7

Small waist  0%, n=0  3%, n=3  1%, n=1  1%, n=4

Breast size (voluptuous)  n/a, n/a  n/a, n/a  n/a, n/a  n/a, n/a

Inappropriateness of attire  0%, n=0  6%, n=6  0%, n=0  2%, n=6

SOURCE: With kind permission from Springer Science+Business Media. Edward Downs and Stacy Smith, “Keeping abreast of hypersexuality: A video game 

character content analysis,” Sex Roles 62 (2010): 728 (Table 3).

Consequently, Gamson theorizes that mainstream 

news media reveal not individual but institutional path-

ologies, not a normative order but institutional decay. 

From this perspective, news media have a positive so-

cializing function, since they regulate our conduct by 

ensuring public discussion of these activities as “trans-

gressions of certain values, norms, or moral codes” 

(J. Thompson 1997, 39).

Critics are also concerned about the power of 

music and lyrics, given that numerous studies have 

documented potential harmful effects in the areas 

of violence, smoking and drinking behaviour, and 

risky sexual activity. Music television (e.g., MTV) is 

often a target of criticism for its sexual content and 

for depicting violence, promiscuous sex, and sexism 

(Strasburger, Wilson, and Jordan 2009). Other crit-

ics point out that overall, we live in a society in which 

sexual images and content (e.g., pornography, the 

sexualization of children) are predominant because 

of these new technologies. This makes children vul-

nerable to a host of new risks and challenges, ranging 

from health problems (e.g., addictions, depression) to 

Internet predators. 

And as media industries grow, Strasburger et al. 

(2009) assert that they become increasingly global and 

commercial in nature. Notably, media corporations 

target children and youths as a profitable group of 

consumers. Television networks such as Nickelodeon 

and the Cartoon Network are designed specifically 

for young viewers, and teen magazines such as J14 

and Teen Vogue, and Sports Illustrated for Kids are a 

growing phenomenon. Websites like Nicktropolis 

(which also contain a lot of advertising) encourage 

young children to enter an immersive 3-D virtual 

world where they can create avatars, interact with car-

toon characters (e.g., Spongebob Squarepants), and 

chat with other kids in “real time.” Consequently, it is 

deemed that children are increasingly being socialized 

to become self-indulgent lifelong consumers as well as 

to form imaginary “para-social” (one-sided) relation-

ships (Chung, DeBuys, and Nam 2007).

Finally, socialization also takes place in other insti-

tutionalized settings, such as in organized sports, in 

religious contexts, and in other formal organizations, 

such as the workplace (discussed in the next section). 

With respect to religious institutions, Statistics Canada 

documents that attendance at formal religious services 

has fallen dramatically over the past several decades, 

particularly among younger age groups (C.  Lindsay 

2008a), a trend that has many implications for other 

socialization processes. Religious norms influ-

ence many facets of family life, such as gender roles, 

parent–child relations, attitudes toward moral issues 

(e.g., abortion), and how families celebrate rituals and 
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FROM THE GENERAL EDITORS 

The two editors of this book—formerly teacher and student, now colleagues—are happy 

to bring enthusiastic readers a new edition of a text that tries to explain sociology, and 

Canadian society, to a new generation of Canadian students. We think that in this fourth 

edition, Sociology: A Canadian Perspective continues to provide an up-to-date picture of 

Canadian society and Canadian sociology in the early parts of the twenty-first century. As 

always, we remain committed to providing the best, most reader-friendly presentation of 

social facts and theories. Our publisher, Oxford University Press Canada, has helped us 

to do so, and we are grateful for this help. Sociology: A Canadian Perspective has received 

strong support from the topmost levels of Oxford University Press Canada. 

Working with us on this edition of Sociology: A Canadian Perspective were develop-

mental editor Tanuja Weerasooriya and copy editor Leslie Saffrey. Tanuja helped us to 

hone this book so that it is even better than the previous edition. Leslie clarified the writ-

ing and made the arguments in each chapter even more forceful and consistent. Our main 

thanks go to the contributing authors, without whom this book simply would not exist. 

They put up with our (seemingly endless) demands, and somehow we got from A to B 

without any catastrophes. It has been a great privilege working with this distinguished 

group of top Canadian scholars from all over the country. Thank you, authors. 

We dedicate this book to the students who will read it and learn from it. Canada is at 

a crossroads today, with a government that has seemingly pledged itself to under-inform 

and disinform the Canadian public through such acts as the disruption of the Canadian 

long-form census and promotion of needless fears about crime and terrorism. Contrary 

to Mr. Harper’s wishes, we all need to “commit sociology” with even more dedication 

and thoroughness than in the past. We think the present book will go part of the way to 

achieving this goal. 

Lorne Tepperman, University of Toronto 

Patrizia Albanese, Ryerson University
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IntroductIon

Why do people become sociologists? There are many 
answers to this question, and it is likely that every-
one at one point or another has been on the brink 
of becoming a sociologist. We say this because all 
people experience odd facets of social life that affect 
their opportunities, and they try to understand them. 
This is where sociology begins for most people. When 
people go beyond that point, they feel even more 
motivated to do sociology. What can be more fascin-
ating, more empowering, and more personal than to 
begin to understand the society that shapes our lives? 
For these reasons, sociology is an inherently attractive 
area of study, and many people do study it.

Maybe as a child you noticed simply that:

•	 Parents sometimes treat their sons differently from 
their daughters.

•	 Teachers often treat “pretty” little girls better than 
plain-looking ones.

•	 Adults treat well-dressed children better than poorly 
dressed children.

•	 Upon meeting, children with disabilities are treated 
differently by their classmates. 

•	 Movies typically portray people with “accents” as 
strange or suspicious.

If you had noticed these things, you may eventually 
have wondered why they happen. They may even have 
affected you, as a daughter or son, a plain-looking or 
an attractive person, a poorly dressed or well-dressed 
person, or a person with or without an “accent.” You 
may have felt ashamed, angry, or pleased, depending 
on whether you identified with the favourably treated 
or with the unfavourably treated category of people. 

Perhaps you grew up in a small town and then 
moved to a big city, or you grew up in a big city and 
now live in a small town. You notice that:

•	 People are not the way the media portray them.

•	 The ethnic and racial composition of the people 
around you is not what you are used to.

•	 The gap between rich and poor is more pronounced.

•	 People interact with each other differently from the 
way they do back home.

•	 They react suspiciously to strangers.

•	 They talk differently, dress differently, and eat 
different kinds of foods.

If you noticed these things, you may have wanted 
to understand them better. These are the kinds of cir-
cumstances in which sociological curiosity begins. 
All sociologists somehow, at some time or another, 
got hooked on trying to better understand their own 
lives and the lives of people around them. They come 
to understand that common sense gave them only 
incomplete explanations about what happened to 
people, about people’s behaviour, and about the soci-
ety in which they live. They were not satisfied with the 
incomplete explanation and wanted to know more.

For many people, and for much of what we do, 
common-sense understanding is just fine. For anyone 
who wants to understand how society works, it is not 
good enough. You may already realize there are many 
questions common sense cannot answer adequately. 
For example:

•	 Why are some people so different from you, and 
why are some so similar?

•	 Why do seemingly similar people lead such differ-
ent lives?

•	 How is it possible for different people to get along?

•	 Why do we treat some people as if they are more 
“different” than others?

•	 Why do we often treat “different” people much 
worse than others? 

•	 What do people do to escape from being treated 
badly?

•	 Why do some parts of society change quickly and 
others hardly at all?

•	 What can residents do to make Canadian society a 
fairer place?

•	 What can young people do to make their elders 
think differently? 

•	 How can we improve the conditions facing people 
with disabilities in our society?

•	 Can we bring about social change by changing the 
laws of the country?

Sociologists try to answer these questions by study-
ing societies methodically. In fact, their task is to study 
people’s lives—their own and others’—more carefully 
than anyone else. Sociologists want to understand how 
societies change and how people’s lives change with 
them. Social changes, inequalities, and conflicts captiv-
ate sociologists because such issues—war and peace, 
wealth and poverty, environmental destruction and 
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technological innovation, for example—are important 
for people’s lives. Sociologists know that many differ-
ent kinds of people have the same kinds of “personal 
problems.” They also know that many of our personal 
problems are the private side of public issues. American 
sociologist C. Wright Mills called this knowledge or 
way of viewing the world “the sociological imagina-
tion.” With this knowledge or way of viewing the world, 
we know we need to deal with personal problems col-
lectively and, often, politically—with full awareness that 
we share these problems and their solutions with others. 

However, solving problems entails clear thinking 
and careful research. So social theorists and social sci-
ence researchers have developed concepts, theories, 
and research methods that help them study the social 
world more effectively. Our goal as sociologists is to 
be able to explain social life, critique social inequities, 
and work toward effecting social change. In this book, 
you will learn how sociologists go about these tasks; 
you will also learn some of the things sociologists have 
found out about the social world.

Our starting point here is a formal definition of 
sociology, comparisons of sociology with other related 
fields of study, and a discussion of sociology’s most 
basic subject matter.

A defInItIon of SocIology

Scholars have defined sociology in many ways, but 
most practising sociologists think of their discipline 
as the systematic study of social behaviour in human 
societies. Humans are intensely social beings and spend 
most of their time interacting with other humans. That 
is why sociologists study the social units people create 
when they join with others. As we will see in the fol-
lowing chapters, these units range from small groups—
comprising as few as two people—to large corporations 
and even whole societies (see, for example, Chapter 6 
on groups, cliques, and bureaucracies). Sociologists 
are interested in learning about how group member-
ship affects individual behaviour. They are also inter-
ested in learning how individuals change the groups of 

3

In the 1950s, American sociologist C. Wright Mills was a famous rebel with a cause. He pushed the sociological community toward a 

more historically informed, politically committed engagement with the world.
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which they are members. In most social life, at least in 
Canadian society, there is a visible tug-of-war between 
these two forces: the group and the individual.

However, it is impossible for any sociologist to 
study all social issues or to become an expert in all the 
sub-disciplines of sociology. As a result, most sociolo-
gists specialize in either macrosociology or microsoci-
ology—two related but distinct approaches to studying 
the social world—and choose problems for study from 
within these realms. 

Macrosociology is the study of large social organ-
izations (for example, the Roman Catholic Church, 
universities, corporations, or government bureau-
cracies) and large social categories (for example, 
ethnic minorities, the elderly, or college students). 
Sociologists who specialize in the macrosociological 
approach to the social world focus on the complex 
social patterns that people form over long periods. 
You can see this in Parts IV and V of this volume, on 
social institutions and global society, respectively.

On the other hand, microsociology focuses on 
the typical processes and patterns of interaction 

in small groups. A microsociologist might study a 
marriage, a clique, a business meeting, an argument 
between friends, or a first date. A microsociologist 
would study the common, everyday interactions and 
negotiations that together produce lasting, secure pat-
terns. You can see many examples of this in Part  II, 
Chapters 4 and 5, on socialization and on roles and 
identities, respectively.

The difference in names—macro versus micro—
refers to the difference in size between the social units 
of interest. Macrosociologists study large social units—
organizations, societies, or even empires—over long 
periods of time: years, centuries, or millennia. Micro-
sociologists study small social units over short periods 
of time—for example, what happens during a conver-
sation, a party, a classroom lecture, or a love affair. As 
in nature, large things move (and change) slowly, and 
small things move more quickly.

As a result, macrosociologists are likely to stress 
how slowly things change and how persistent a social 
pattern is as it plays itself out in one generation after 
another. An example is the way society tends to be 

Teams and other social groups, such as bands, gangs, and classrooms, all need communication, coordination, leadership, shared 

identity, and ritual. Many teams have uniforms and other insignia to increase their solidarity.
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controlled by its elite groups, decade after decade. The 
connection between business elites and political elites 
is persistent. 

By contrast, microsociologists are likely to stress 
how quickly things change and how elusive the thing 
we call “social life” is. In their eyes, any social unit is 
constantly being created and reconceived by the mem-
bers of society. An example is the way one’s friendship 
group changes yearly, if not more often, as one moves 
through the school system or the world of work. Some 
people remain our close friends over years, but many 
are close friends for only a short while. 

Combining macro and micro approaches improves 
our understanding of the social world. Consider a 
common social phenomenon: the domestic division 
of labour—who does what chores around the home. 
From the micro perspective, who does what is con-
stantly open to negotiation. It is influenced by per-
sonal characteristics, the history of the couple, and 
many other unique factors. Yet viewed from a macro 
perspective, different households have similar div-
isions of labour despite different personal histories. 
This suggests that the answer lies in a society’s history, 
culture, and economy. It is far from accidental that 
across millions of households, men enjoy the advan-
tage of a better salary and more social power both in a 
great many workplaces and at home.

While these approaches are different, they are also 
connected. They have to be: after all, both macro- 
and microsociologists are studying the same people 
in the same society. All of us are leading unique lives 
within a common social context, facing common 
problems. The question is, how can sociologists bring 
these elements together? As noted above, C. Wright 
Mills (1959) gave the answer when he introduced the 
notion of the sociological imagination as something 
that enables us to relate personal biographies—the 
lives of millions of ordinary people like ourselves—to 
the broad sweep of human history. The sociological 
imagination is what we need to use to understand how 
societies control and change their members and, at the 
same time, are constantly changed by the actions of 
their members. 

All of this is the subject matter of sociology. We 
may choose to focus on problems of microsociol-
ogy or macrosociology because of our preference to 
understand one or the other. However, a full under-
standing of most problems requires that we consider 

elements of both, for the two types of processes are 
closely connected.

Finally, we need to note in passing that Canadian 
sociology has a rich and distinctive history. This will 
gradually become clear as you read through this book 
and, especially, learn about highly esteemed Canadian 
“Researchers in Action.” Regrettably, space does not 
permit a detailed discussion of the history and organiz-
ation of sociology in Canada. Some coverage of prom-
inent Canadian sociologists, the Canadian Sociological 
Association and the funding of sociological research in 
Canada (Tri-Council/SSHRC) would be beneficial to 
students, no doubt, but that will have to wait. For more 
information about the activities of Canadian sociolo-
gists, past and present, the reader is directed to explore 
the website of the Canadian Sociological Association. 

How SocIology dIfferS from 

otHer AcAdemIc fIeldS

Sociology is just one of several fields of study designed 
to help describe and explain human behaviour; 
others include journalism, history, philosophy, and 
psychology. How does sociology differ from these 
other fields? Canadian sociologist Kenneth Westhues 
(1982) has compared sociology’s approach with those 
of the others. He stresses that journalism and history 
describe real events, as does sociology. However, jour-
nalism and history only sometimes base their descrip-
tions on a theory or interpretation, and even then it is 
often an implicit or hidden theory. 

Sociology is different. It strives to make its theories 
clear to test them. Telling a story is important for soci-
ologists, but it is less important than the explanation 
behind the story. Besides, stories often make the news 
because they are unusual; sociologists instead are drawn 
to issues because they are common events or recurring 
patterns. Sociology may be good preparation for his-
tory or journalism, but it differs from these disciplines.

Sociology also differs from philosophy. Both are 
analytical—that is, concerned with testing and refin-
ing theory. However, sociology is firmly empirical, or 
concerned with gathering evidence and doing studies, 
while philosophy is not. Philosophy is more concerned 
with the internal logic of its arguments. Sociological 
theories must stand up logically, but they must also 
stand up to research evidence in a way philosophical 
theories need not. No matter how logical the theory 
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may be, sociologists will not accept a sociological 
theory if its predictions are not supported by evidence 
gathered in a rigorous and systematic way.

Finally, sociology differs from psychology, which is 
also analytical, empirical, and interpretive. The differ-
ence here lies in the subject matter. Psychologists study 
the behaviour of individual humans or, sometimes, 
animals. Generally, they do so under experimental 
conditions. Sociology’s subject matter is social rela-
tionships or groups viewed in society. As you will see, 
sociologists study the family, schools, workplaces, the 
media—even the total society. Sociology and psychol-
ogy come close together in a field called social psychol-

ogy, but this field is defined differently by sociologists 
and psychologists. Studies by sociologists are more 
likely to focus on the effects of group living on people’s 
views and behaviours. By contrast, psychologists are 
more likely to focus on particular individuals and how 
they respond under certain experimental conditions. 

Another way of characterizing sociology and what 
makes it unique has been put forward by Earl Babbie 

(1988). He states that sociologists hold some basic or 
fundamental ideas that set them apart from those in 
other fields:

1. Society has an existence of its own.

2. Society can be studied scientifically. 

3. Society creates itself.

4. Cultures vary over time and place.

5. Individual identity is a product of society.

6. Social structure must satisfy survival requirements.

7. Institutions are inherently conservative.

8. Societies constrain and transform.

9. Multiple paradigms or fundamental models of 
reality are needed.

As we will see in the chapters that follow, these are 
many of the most basic ideas or assumptions of sociol-
ogy. Part I of this collection (Chapters 1 and 2) intro-
duces the theoretical underpinnings and methodologies 
of sociology. Part II addresses the major social processes: 
culture (Chapter  3), socialization (Chapter  4), role 

Sociology is just one of the fields of study designed to help describe and explain human behaviour—for example, crowd behaviour. 

It differs from others, such as psychology, in its focus on social relationships or groups observed in society.
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and identity formation (Chapter  5), group formation 
(Chapter 6), and deviance (Chapter 7). Part III presents 
different forms of inequality people experience through 
chapters on class and status (Chapter 8), gender rela-
tions (Chapter  9), sexuality (Chapter  10), ethnic and 
race relations (Chapter  11), and aging (Chapter  12). 
In Part IV, you will learn about different social institu-
tions that shape and constrain our lives, including the 
family (Chapter 13), education (Chapter 14), work and 
the economy (Chapter  15), health (Chapter  16), reli-
gion (Chapter  17), politics (Chapter  18), and social 
movements (Chapter  19). Increasingly, understand-
ing Canadian society means also understanding global 
issues. So in Part V of the book you will read about 
global society (Chapter  20), population (Chapter  21), 
cities and urbanization (Chapter 22), the mass media 
(Chapter 23), the environment (Chapter 24), and, in a 
new chapter, technology and society (Chapter 25). 

What do people do after studying sociology? 
Obviously, that’s a hard question to answer, since every 
year hundreds of thousands of students take sociology 
courses in Canada and elsewhere. People who major 
or specialize in sociology gain valuable skills in critical 
thinking and research methods. This prepares them 
for a variety of second-entry college and university 
programs, including law, social work, teaching, indus-
trial relations, personnel work, opinion polling, public 
health, public administration, and other fields. People 
who go on to get an MA or a PhD in sociology often 
end up teaching in colleges or universities or holding 
responsible positions as researchers, consultants, and 
policy planners.

concluSIon

Sociology is a good idea. It pays off by enlightening us, 
and it has worthy goals. Sociology, as you have heard, 

is the systematic study of society and the ways patterns 
of social behaviour change.

It is a broad field of study. This is obvious in the 
broad theoretical perspectives used to guide most 
sociological research. Sociology highlights both 
micro- and macro-level analyses and the complex 
relationships between the two, as noted in Mills’s idea 
of the sociological imagination. Sociology also covers 
a broad subject matter—consider the subject matter 
of the following chapters, ranging across deviance, 
family, education, religion, politics, the economy, 
health, and beyond.

Sociology allows people to move beyond a purely 
common-sense approach to better understanding 
social life. It gives people more powerful tools to 
explore the connections between social institutions 
and processes. In the process, they learn that much 
common-sense knowledge is faulty. Sociology helps 
them to see that things are not always what they seem.

Sociology stresses the relationships among indi-
viduals, social structure, and culture. As we will see, 
social structure and culture both constrain the behav-
iour of individuals. However, they are both essential 
for social life. As well, both social structure and culture 
are created by humans in social interaction. Therefore, 
they are both subject to future change in the same way. 
In short, sociology demystifies social life, showing that 
social arrangements are in our own hands. That said, 
powerful interest groups play a disproportionate role 
in controlling the kinds of social and cultural change 
that take place. 

Sociology has obvious personal relevance, since it 
addresses everyday life issues. And finally, sociology 
has an important goal overall: to contribute positively 
to the future of humanity. Our sincere hope is that this 
text will set you on your way to developing your own 
sociological imagination.
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In tHIS cHApter you wIll:

 Learn that you are already a social theorist;

 Apply the concept of binary thinking to understand 

the origins of sociology in the transition from 

traditional to modern society;

 Distinguish between objectivity and subjectivity in 

social theory;

 Identify the key ideas of the major classical theorists: 

Durkheim, Marx, and Weber;

 Relate classical social theory to contemporary 

perspectives in sociology: functionalist, conflict, 

interactionist, feminist, and post-modernist;

 Connect concepts from classical theory to concerns 

in contemporary sociology.
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MEET  THE   AUTHOR

My earliest experiences with 

sociological thinking came while 

I was attending a racially inte-

grated high school just outside 

my native Halifax. I learned about 

anti-racism, and a radical history 

teacher from India opened my 

eyes to colonialism. I first heard 

the music of Bob Dylan from 

a draft-dodging English teacher from Maine. When 

I was an undergraduate student, my interests were 

shaped by theatre, English literature, and an art his-

tory elective I took initially as a “bird” course. But 

in the 1960s, only sociologists were talking seriously 

about the issues of the day—civil rights, the Vietnam 

War, poverty, and women’s liberation. My wife, 

Heather Frenette, helped me understand and practise 

the principles of gender equality. Herb Gamberg, a 

radical American educated at Brandeis and Princeton, 

drew me into sociology and social theory. After a few 

years teaching high school in Newfoundland, where 

I realized that teaching is worthwhile but schools 

are not, I returned to Dalhousie University to study 

social history, class theory, and international devel-

opment with Greg Kealey and Tom Bottomore, and 

then worked with Bob Blackburn at the University of 

Cambridge. Since then I have become a father, reno-

vated a century-old home, and become a sociologist 

at Acadia University in Nova Scotia, where I teach and 

write about social theory, play noon-hour basketball, 

and research community policing and penitentiary 

history. Today, sociology pervades every aspect of my 

life. I even watch films or TV shows through a socio-

logical lens. Sociology has the potential to change the 

way you look at the world, what you do in it, and what 

you do about it.

—Tony Thomson

IntroductIon: wHy tHeory?

The Italian revolutionary Antonio Gramsci believed 
that everyone is a social theorist. We all have an intel-
lect and use our minds to make sense of the world in 
which we live. Whether we realize it or not, our think-
ing is powerfully shaped by our experiences in life and 
by the ways we have been taught to understand these 
experiences. To be sociologically educated is to see 
yourself as a social actor in a world full of powerful 
forces that shape what you think and feel, while also 

realizing what you contribute to sustain this world or 
to change it. 

Understanding the world and our places within it is 
almost as important as eating. Most Canadians (though 
certainly far from all) can take eating pretty much for 
granted. This is a great privilege. In our increasingly 
connected but greatly unequal globe, a full stomach 
cannot be assumed. Our privilege is also our respon-
sibility. Not only are we able to use our intellect to 
understand the world, it is a crucial ingredient for guid-
ing the actions we take. From a sociological perspective, 
what we do—our day-to-day actions—are part of the 
making and remaking of the actual world we live in.

Gramsci’s point is that we already use our intellects 
to explain how society works. Much of what we do and 
think, however, is simply taken for granted. This is not 
necessarily a bad thing. We take it for granted that the 
physical world will pretty much do what we have come 
to expect: that food will burn if you add too much heat; 
that the sidewalk won’t turn into quicksand; that the 
couch you sit on won’t collapse, fly away, or swallow 
you whole (unless you’re a character in The Simpsons). 

We also expect the social world to follow rules that 
we can take for granted: people in Canada will drive 
on the right-hand side of the road; our mothers will 
love us; our paid employees will show up for work on 
time. But the rules of nature—for example, if you are 
deprived of food long enough, you will die—are not 
the same as the rules of society—you will not have 
enough to eat if you don’t have the money to pay for it.

Following social rules more or less unthinkingly 
most of the time is necessary for society to work. Our 
way of viewing the world has become something we 
accept as natural, not something we question. People 
live, day-to-day, with simple formulas that help them 
understand the way things work: we tend to think the 
world is the way it is and couldn’t be much different; 
people get what they deserve; each of us is a unique 
individual; we are endowed with an inner “self ” that 
truly defines our identity, who we are. Unless there is 
something spectacular to catch our interest momentar-
ily, we look at society with the blasé attitude that sociol-
ogist Georg Simmel talks about—the progressive rock 
group Pink Floyd would call it “comfortably numb.”

TIME to REFLECT

Would you say that your response to things that hap-

pen in the world reflects a blasé, indifferent attitude?

H
e

a
th

e
r 

Fr
e

n
e

tt
e



1  |  Sociological Theory 13

We don’t, however, just act blindly or randomly or 
make up these ways of understanding as we go along. 
To borrow from the film industry, we follow scripts that 
are given to us and play the roles assigned. We are born 
into an existing society of things and people and into a 
world of ideas of what we should and shouldn’t think or 
do. We are told who we are by other people; our identity 
is not something we make by ourselves, willy-nilly. 

Gramsci would say that all these ideas about the 
world and our place within it reflect theories of soci-
ety that have been built into our intellect. The process 
goes on so automatically that, like digestion, it seems 
to just happen. We begin ingesting ideas about the 
world along with our mother’s milk, as Chapter 4 on 
socialization demonstrates. But the ideas that we swal-
low may be open to question. They may not be the 
best, or the most useful, or the most revealing about 
how society actually works. They may be popular fic-
tions or myths. They may be part of the problems in 
the world, not the solutions. 

Sociologists argue that although people are 
physical beings, they are also intellectual beings who 
can question the rules about such social problems as 
how food is distributed, to whom, and at what social 
and environmental cost. In fact, people can even 
choose to violate what might be seen as the most basic 
rule of biology: survival. People can and have chosen, 
in the midst of plenty, to starve themselves to death in 
support of some political or social cause. 

The key to understanding, C. Wright Mills says, is 
the ability to connect personal problems with larger 
forces in society. Mills, a critical and caustic sociolo-
gist, wrote in The Sociological Imagination (1959) that 
it wasn’t enough to focus only on a person’s experi-
ences. These experiences must be understood in their 
social context. Sociology must address social problems 
by linking an individual’s personal troubles—one’s 
own biography—with the way society is organized 
and structured. 

In her groundbreaking book, The Feminine 

Mystique (1963), Betty Friedan found that edu-
cated housewives in the United States were generally 
unhappy. They had been taught to find fulfillment in 
the roles of wife and mother, and each assumed that 
her private misery was her own fault. Looking at their 
situation sociologically, Friedan said these women 
suffered because they had been socialized into play-
ing the traditional role of housewife. This role denied 
them the opportunity for a meaningful career outside 

the home for which they had been educated and 
trained, and which they believed they deserved. What 
each woman saw as her personal and private trouble 
was actually rooted in a widespread social problem. 

A great deal of sociology is concerned with the ques-
tion of why society operates so imperfectly. As much 
as the chapters that follow explain how social institu-
tions such as the family, schooling, or religion actually 
work, they also identify social problems. Sociology is a 
critical study. Most of the social theorists you will read 
about in this book have been motivated by a desire not 
only to understand society but to change it for the bet-
ter. Sociology challenges existing ways of thinking, and 
this book is as much about helping you see the world 
sociologically as about providing information.

Binary Thinking 

How do theorists go about building a framework for 
understanding social life? Quite a lot depends on how 
they approach some basic questions about individuals 
and society. Are people’s actions the result of a choice 
they have made? Or are people really just the pup-
pets of social forces that work the strings behind their 
backs, determining what they do or think? Should 
you only look at the existing facts as they appear, 
such as how food is distributed, or should you also 
ask questions about values, such as how food should 
be distributed? 

The use of either/or propositions is termed binary 
thinking. One of the most important binary distinc-
tions in contemporary social theory is between “struc-
ture” and “agency.” On the one hand, we are born into 
pre-existing social arrangements or structures, includ-
ing physical objects such as buildings as well as social 
codes of behaviour and morality. On the other hand, 
we choose one course of action over others. You didn’t 
choose the degree requirements for the credentials 
you are seeking, but you chose to enter one program 
among many that were available to you. And you may 
toss the whole thing aside tomorrow, drop out, and 
travel to Bali. People are thinking and acting individ-
uals; in short, they exercise agency. 

Typically, thinking that you make choices purely 
on your own comes easily. It is part of the taken-for-
granted way we have learned to look at ourselves. Yet 
how much choice are people actually able to realize? 
You might have chosen to work toward a university 
degree and a specific career, but you have virtually no 
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influence over the job opportunities that will be avail-
able to you when you enter the job market or how 
the world of work will have changed by then. Like 
Friedan’s housewives, too many young people today 
are caught between the education they’ve made sacri-
fices to achieve and the structure of global capitalism 
that often doesn’t provide a matching set of suitable 
careers. Making choices in an uncertain, risky world 
brings with it much anxiety, unhappiness, and an 
undeserved sense of personal failure. 

TIME to REFLECT

As a theorist yourself, what do you think causes some 

people to be employed and others to be unemployed? 

How might you think sociologically about this question?

Social thinkers have examined society—the ways 
that people organize their lives together—for thou-
sands of years. Every new idea comes into a world that 
is dominated by old ideas—“new” versus “old” is one 
of the most ancient and enduring binaries. Sociology 
was developed by scholars who were aware that their 
world was changing rapidly and fundamentally. 
What was new when sociology was invented about 
two centuries ago was the idea that society could be 
studied scientifically. It was a broad and somewhat 
surprising claim.

tHe BIrtH of SocIology In  

tHe Age of revolutIon

People who are part of the generation now reaching 
adulthood are used to rapid change, at least in many 
of the ways they go about their lives—how they com-
municate, travel, work, and experience diversions 
and pleasures. There is a sense that the gap between 
generations is widening, that the old generation can’t 
understand the new one and can’t appreciate the ways 
microchip technology has been inserted into social 
life. “I used to be with it,” Grandpa Simpson says, but 
now what’s “it” seems pretty weird and scary to him. 
Sociology thrives in these periods of large-scale social 
change. It is harder to take things for granted when the 
ground that had seemed so familiar is shifting under 
your feet. 

When European social theorists surveyed their 
“new” world and began to apply the word “modern” 

to it, they simultaneously created the binary concept, 
“traditional,” meaning Europe before the modern 
age. Looking backward, they believed the key differ-
ence separating the traditional from the modern was 
the way people understood and thought about the 
world. Traditional society had been a world of magic, 
mystery, and religious authority. In contrast, modern 
society had entered a new world of Enlightenment. 
Through the use of reason or rationality, the human 
mind could shine light into the darkest caves and dis-
cover “true” knowledge. More than 200 years later, we 
seem no closer to this elusive and improbable “univer-
sal” understanding.

The French social theorist who invented the term 
“sociology,” Auguste Comte (1798–1857), intended 
to create a “science” of society that would allow us 
to understand social life the way that biology had 
enabled us to understand physical life. Sociology 
would be based on facts, evidence, and scientific laws, 
not just on imagination, abstract philosophy, or fic-
tion. But the “natural” sciences—astronomy, physics, 
chemistry—were more advanced in their knowledge 
at that time than any purported science of social life. 
There was a lot of catching up to do.

Natural scientists had combined careful, detailed, 
and systematic observations of nature with logical, sys-
tematic thought (theories). They had “discovered” that 
natural laws made the world orderly and predictable. 
Scientific knowledge of the world gave people power 
over nature. The way forward for sociology, then, was 
to discover the “natural” laws that determined social 
life. Just as Isaac Newton had discovered the law of 
gravity, there must be similar laws that explained how 
society worked. Once discovered scientifically, these 
laws could be applied to controlling social life. And 
society seemed to need controlling. During Comte’s 
time, political and social revolutions were under-
mining the traditional authority of church and state. 
Capitalists had become the sorcerer’s apprentices, as 
industrialization transformed social life rapidly, pro-
foundly, and disturbingly. Comte said that the under-
standing of society—social theory—had to be rooted 
in science if social life was again to be orderly, peace-
ful, and secure.

As Comte (1974, 19–27) saw it, there was a “law” 
according to which social thinking necessarily passed 
through three stages. People in the first stage assumed 
that the world was run by supernatural powers, by gods 
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and spiritual forces. In the Middle Ages, for example, 
people believed that angels actively pushed the sun as 
it made its daily circle around the flat, stationary earth.

With the rise of scientific understanding, religious 
theory (theology) gave way to philosophy and science, 
Comte’s second stage. The idea of “nature” replaced 
the idea of an active, miracle-working god. The world 
proceeded on its way like clockwork following only 
the laws of nature. Finally, in the third, positive stage, 
people began to apply their scientific knowledge of 
the laws of nature to change the physical world to 
suit themselves. Similarly, the knowledge developed 
by the new social science Comte termed “sociol-
ogy” would give humans power over social order and 
social change. 

Comte’s own life, however, didn’t quite follow this 
rational, scientific script. He experienced bouts of 

insanity, attempted suicide, fell romantically and pas-
sionately in love with Clotilde de Vaux, who died of 
tuberculosis within a year, went through a religious 
conversion, and tried to establish a new “religion of 
humanity” with himself as pope (Andreski 1974, 8–9). 
Real life was clearly a lot messier than pure scientific 
reason would suggest, and unreason—the irrational—
had to be taken into account. As his social theory 
evolved backward from science to theology, Comte’s 
own career served to refute his “law” of three stages.

Throughout most of the nineteenth century, socio-
logical thinking involved the search for law-like cer-
tainties that could explain social life. Following Comte, 
this approach became known as positivism. English 
sociologist Herbert Spencer (1969, 120) believed that 
society, like nature, was a struggle for existence. The 
strongest and “best” individuals inevitably rose to the 

SOCIOLOGY WAS BORN IN THE nineteenth century 

when the promise of a better future sometimes seemed 

overshadowed by the emergence of new, perhaps 

worse, problems. The original myth of the Sorcerer’s 

Apprentice concerns a young magician-in-training who 

can’t control the dangerous results of the magic he sets 

in motion. Many of the social theorists who created soci-

ology saw that their “new,” modern world was running 

dangerously out of control. With industrial development 

comes urban slums, contagious diseases, abject poverty, 

joblessness, and rising crime. The same phenomenon is 

currently playing out worldwide. Modern society was 

exhilarating in its rapid change and amazing possibil-

ities, but it was also frightening because of the collapse 

of so much that had seemed to hold society together. 

Now theorists talk about the careening “juggernaut” of 

modern globalization—the phrase comes from Anthony 

Giddens. “Globalization” is a seemingly neutral word for a 

complex and troublesome social change through which 

the globe becomes increasingly integrated. What we call 

globalization may be thought of, in the rest of the world, 

as Westernization, Americanization, or imperialism. 

Sociology, as an attempt to understand society 

objectively and scientifically, was a European inven-

tion, constructed to enable people to understand and 

hopefully control the transformation of traditional so-

ciety into modernity. The first sociologists had a thor-

oughly Eurocentric view of the world. While the “North” 

(Europe, North America) had progressed to the stage 

of industrialization, sociologists believed the South 

(Africa, Latin America, Asia) was mired in a stagnant, 

traditional, and undeveloped social system. It was 

the “white man’s burden,” poet and novelist Rudyard 

Kipling said, to “rescue” the rest of the world from its 

backwardness. Karl Marx deplored the terrible effects 

that European colonialism imposed on India, but he 

believed that the old ways had to be destroyed before 

modern capitalism could be introduced to Asia as the 

first step to its full integration into the modern world.

We are a lot closer now to this “fully integrated” 

world. In 2010, China became the world’s second-

largest economy after the United States, which is the 

most important consumer of Chinese products. Many 

new graduates from Canada will seek their first job op-

portunities in Japan, Korea, or China. In our megacities, 

such as Toronto and Vancouver, the previously pre-

dominant white Europeans will soon become a “visible 

minority.” Globalization in the age of classical sociol-

ogy wasn’t then—and it isn’t now—a gentle, benevo-

lent evolution. The term “globalization” is now likely to 

evoke images of mass protest and police repression (as 

in Toronto in 2010), the re-emergence of ethnic violence 

to the point of genocide, the resurgence of extremism 

rooted in religious fundamentalism linked to state and 

individual terrorism (as in ISIS), and the widespread 

environmental destruction caused by endless-growth 

capitalism. In this world of rapid social and economic 

change, sociology has never been more relevant.

GLOBAL 
ISSUES

Origin of Globalization
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top of the social pyramid and deserved their priv-
ileged status, while the poor and the weak naturally 
sank to the bottom. Spencer’s view of the world is so 
in tune with modern capitalism that many people still 
see the world in these terms and believe people get 
what they deserve. 

TIME to REFLECT

What does it mean to live in a revolutionary age? How 

is the word “revolution” used today?

Karl Marx also sought to discover the “laws” of 
modern, capitalist society (1959). In his view, how-
ever, these laws would inevitably lead to a working-
class revolution, causing the capitalist system to come 
crashing down: the last would become first. Thus, the 
search for social “laws” had led to quite different—
indeed opposite—conclusions. 

Juggernauts are gigantic chariots used in Hindu processions that sometimes 

careen out of control, crushing people in their path. How do the movements  

of these chariots mimic the effects of globalization on local cultures?
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clASSIcAl SocIology 

What was a sociologist to do? First, let’s 
consider that many of the questions 
sociologists are interested in don’t have 
a rational basis. The idea that we fre-
quently act according to habit or custom, 
unthinkingly, or according to our beliefs 
and values, suggests that people often do 
not reason things out and make “rational” 
choices. Many of the things we accept as 
natural, from our experience of time to 
our views of “human nature,” are actually 
socially constructed. 

Second, many social theorists have 
sought to understand people’s intentions 
and bring the elements of thinking and 
choosing into their analysis. German 
sociologist Max Weber said that people 
act on the basis of what they intend and 
what they believe; to understand them, 
you have to take these subjective factors 
into account. As long as we believe that 
the laws of the country are basically right 
and for the good of everyone, we will 
obey—in Weber’s view, we accept author-
ity as legitimate and follow the rules that 
are given to us (1964, 325–8). If, instead, 
we believe that law represents only the 

interests of the rich and powerful, we might disobey, 
intentionally breaking store windows and setting 
police cars on fire.

Giving up the search for the “laws of society” did 
not mean giving up the search for (uncertain) predic-
tion and (limited) control. It meant being more mod-
est about what could be understood. We all know 
someone who “defied the odds,” who “made it” eco-
nomically despite being born into poverty. But socio-
logically speaking, poverty is more likely than not to 
beget poverty. Even free public schooling for everyone 
doesn’t necessarily create a level playing field; people 
frequently settle back into the same social position 
once they’re in the workforce. 

Finally, as Comte realized, two apparently contra-
dictory things seem true of society: it basically stays 
the same over time, and it is constantly changing. 
The binary of continuity and change has led to two 
different sociological perspectives. From one point of 
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view, what is most important about society is how it 
remains, day to day, basically the same. Look around 
your classroom, and imagine the things you and your 
classmates could be doing together now. But what you 
are doing in reality allows the lecture to go on, in an 
orderly and routine way. 

An important perspective in sociology seeks to 
understand this continuity—how society is repro-
duced. Part of the answer is that society possesses 
powerful mechanisms that force us to obey, such as 
police and prisons. But maintaining social order is 
usually much more subtle than employing direct coer-
cion. Operating more or less behind the scenes are 
powerful social influences that shape what we do and 
help determine the consequences of our actions. 

Understanding these structural forces is the busi-
ness of sociological theory. Functionalist theorists, for 
example, seek to identify the basic functions that must 
be fulfilled in all societies and understand how they 
are accomplished. From a functionalist perspective, if 
something exists in society and persists over time—
religion, for example, or sports, or even crime—it 
must perform some necessary function that is import-
ant for the reproduction of society. When society 
responds harshly to a criminal act, social rules and the 
rules of morality are strengthened. What is necessary 
is to understand the forces that generate agreement 
and solidarity among people. 

Reproduction of society over time is one side of 
the story. But things also change over time, which 
is the focus of another group of sociologists. Marx 
famously said that the purpose of social theory is not 
to understand the world but to change it (although 
we might argue that you have to understand it in 

order to change it). According to the conflict per-
spective in sociology, change comes from conflict—
between generations, between the government and 
the people, between rich and poor, and between men 
and women. Many sociologists adopted the con-
flict approach, including Max Weber in Germany 
and, more recently in France, Michel Foucault and 
Pierre Bourdieu. 

In short, studying sociological theory entails 
grasping the perspectives of the early developers of 
sociology who strove to carve out the new discipline, 
the new science of understanding social life. We refer 
to members of the founding generation of sociologists 
as classical theorists. Three of the most important 

are Émile Durkheim, Karl Marx, and Max Weber; 
all three are cited frequently throughout this text, so 
at this point it is useful to outline their thinking (see 
Thomson 2010).

Émile Durkheim

Émile Durkheim (1858–1917) would become the 
most famous French sociologist of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, but he was originally des-
tined to be a rabbi. He was born in eastern France to a 
close-knit, strictly moral, and orthodox Jewish family, 
part of a small and cohesive community. Educated in 
Paris among the intellectual elite of his generation, 
Durkheim broke with the Jewish faith and with reli-
gious belief generally, but he understood the power-
ful hold that religion has on people in society (Lukes 
1972, 39–46).

As a university lecturer, Durkheim began his life-
long study of the relationship between the individual 
and society. Above all, he thought, modern society 
seemed to have lost that solid and shared code of 
morality that had acted as the glue holding society 
together—in Durkheim’s terms, people no longer 
shared a collective conscience (Durkheim 1964, 444). 
Durkheim argued that the simplest societies were 
held together by such practices as religious celebra-
tions and gift-giving. When wives, or gossip, or stor-
ies, or “gifts” were exchanged among tribal members, 
relationships were strengthened and given meaning. 
Even in our culture, gift-giving carries much more 
symbolic meaning than a merely economic exchange. 
It stands for friendship or love; it may be a peace offer-
ing or a token of respect; it helps to repair or cement 
our relationships. 

A second source of togetherness, Durkheim said, 
originated in regular, sacred gatherings, events in 
which the tribe feasted and celebrated its community. 
In joyous, often delirious celebration, people experi-
enced a “collective effervescence” that bound them 
together and generated a feeling of spirituality—they 
sensed a power greater than themselves. This feeling, 
said Durkheim, was the root of religious belief, but it 
actually originated from the shared social experience 
itself—that is, not from the supernatural but from 
society, which is the material foundation of the reli-
gious life. People today who are caught in the ecstasy 
of a religious revival meeting might believe they feel 
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to life; it had disappeared forever. Individualism was 
here to stay, and it had both positive and negative fea-
tures. It was progressive insofar as it promoted respect 
for human rights, which Durkheim actively defended. 
However, individualism created problems because it 
undermined people’s connection to society; it was at 
the root of modern aimlessness and anomie. The task 
of sociology, then, was to put an end to anomie and 
the conflict it engendered. 

But how to overcome anomie? Society needed a 
new moral code, but it could not be based on the old 
model of everyone thinking and acting in identical 
ways. Instead, people would have to be educated to 
recognize that each person’s individuality should be 
respected. At the same time, each individual should 
understand that his or her welfare depends, in a deep 
and multi-faceted way, on everyone else. Just as many 
organs keep an animal alive, everyone in society plays a 
part in maintaining social life, which Durkheim termed 
organic solidarity. The individual, Durkheim said, is 
“the organ” of a much larger organism—society—and 
everyone must learn to perform conscientiously “one’s 
role as an organ” (Lukes 1972, 102).

Feeling closely connected to others was good for 
society, but it was also essential for the well-being of 
an individual, Durkheim felt. His best-known appli-
cation of sociological methods to understand a social 
problem was his examination of suicide. Taking one’s 
own life would seem to be an absolutely individual 
act that could be understood only by examining the 
psychology of the victim. This was not entirely true, 
Durkheim reasoned. He used his examination of sui-
cide to demonstrate that sociology could make an 
important contribution to the study of what is perhaps 
the most lonely act.

One of Durkheim’s closest friends at school, Victor 
Hommay, committed suicide in 1886. Teaching in 
isolated provincial towns, Hommay felt himself a 
stranger in small communities where people observe 
each other too closely. His life felt “pale, colourless, 
monotonous, [and] insipid.” Durkheim concluded 
that Hommay’s situation might have been typical of 
cases of suicide in which the individual feels isolated, 
has few ties to other people, and sees no reason to 
live (Lukes 1972, 49–51). The key to the sociological 
explanation for suicide, Durkheim reasoned, was the 
strength or weakness of the individuals’ ties to their 
community and society (Durkheim 1951, 208–23). 

an external, spiritual power coursing through them. 
Something similar and entirely secular may happen in 
the mosh pit of a rock concert.

Durkheim hypothesized that over time, the sacred 
part of life had become overshadowed by the secular. 
Gift-giving in modern society, for example, is highly 
ritualized and closely integrated into consumer soci-
ety. For Jean Baudrillard (1929–2007), modern indi-
vidualism is paradoxically expressed by participation 
in the rites of mass consumption (1998). Through the 
ostentatious display of goods for sale in shop windows 
and enormous boxmalls, “things” take on an almost 
sacred aura, even when goods are merely worshipped 
through gazing (window-shopping). At every moment 
in consumer society, “in the streets . . . on advertising 
hoardings and neon signs,” (1988, 166) individuals 
are trained into a modern collective consciousness of 
mass consumption.

In modern society, Durkheim felt, the power of 
religion to uphold a system of moral rules had dimin-
ished. People were no longer united by a single code 
of right and wrong, an uncertainty that Durkheim 
termed anomie. He saw that other traditional insti-
tutions, such as marriage and the family, also seemed 
to be breaking down in modern society. He believed 
that men had an inborn sexual passion that had to 
be curbed and regulated by marriage. Otherwise, he 
thought, men’s sexual desires would lead them into the 
pursuit of novelty and excess. It seemed to him that it 
was far better for people to live “courageously” with 
unhappiness in their marriage than to abandon their 
duties to their family and society. He might well have 
understood a line from the 1926 silent film The Crowd: 
“Marriage isn’t a word, it’s a sentence.” In his view, 
marriage was a sentence that had to be endured for the 
good of society. A typical Victorian man, Durkheim 
also opposed sex education, which, he said, was like 
treating a mysterious and private act as if it were no 
more than digestion (Lukes 1972, 530–4). Women 
sociologists, on the other hand, soon recognized that 
the writings of classical male sociologists reflected 
their culturally induced gender biases.

For Durkheim, people were becoming more 
individualized as modern society had evolved away 
from the spirit of community. How could millions of 
increasingly distinct individuals ever create an orderly 
society? At the same time, Durkheim recognized that 
the old community spirit could not be brought back 
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Marx. In the 1960s and 1970s, Marx’s theories entered 
sociology directly as part of a critical and radical 
reorientation of the discipline that challenged func-
tionalist arguments and emerged as conflict theory. 
Many contemporary theorists begin their explana-
tions by differentiating their ideas from Marx’s. 

The son of a Jewish lawyer, Marx was born into 
a respectable middle-class family in Trier, Germany. 
In 1843, he followed in the footsteps of many middle-
class German professionals and married into the minor 
aristocracy. His wife was Jenny von Westphalen, the 
daughter of a baron. For the 25-year-old Marx, how-
ever, the match was a romance, not a route into the 
upper class. The groom was not conventionally ambi-
tious but instead was steeped in youthful radicalism. 
In Germany at that time, open identification with left-
wing politics closed the door to any career as a uni-
versity professor. Marx’s writing soon ran afoul of the 
German authorities, and Marx and Jenny, along with 

He saw self-destruction as a social fact that could be 
understood scientifically and objectively. 

Durkheim’s social theory involved examining soci-
ety as a totality of interconnected parts, an approach 
that is fundamental to theory. Through his publica-
tions, his teaching, and the work of his followers, he 
stamped his functionalist approach to understanding 
society on the new discipline he helped to create.

Karl Marx

While he did not describe his work as “sociological,” 
the theories of Karl Marx (1818–83) have inspired 
movements of revolution and reform that have had 
deep and lasting consequences for sociological theory. 
Both Émile Durkheim and his German contemporary, 
Max Weber—who is discussed next—developed their 
ideas in the context of, and often consciously in oppos-
ition to, socialist movements that had been inspired by 

Moneychanger and Wife, by Marinus Van Reymerswaele. Oil on wood, 1539. 
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the few grew into a rich and powerful dominant class, 
and society became increasingly unequal. Ancient 
Greece and Rome, for example, were divided between 
slaves and slave owners. In Europe during the Middle 
Ages the majority of the people worked on the land as 
serfs and handed over their surplus production to the 
various “noble lords” making up the aristocracy. 

Economically, what distinguished traditional from 
modern society, Marx said, was the rise of capitalism. 
Capitalists originated as a group of merchants, buyers 
and sellers—represented in the painting Moneychanger 

and Wife—who occupied space as a “middle class” 
between the serfs (lower class) and aristocracy (upper 
class). Over time, the middle class grew economically 
wealthy until, through a series of revolutions (such as 
the French Revolution of 1789), they took political 
power from the monarchs and aristocracies and estab-
lished themselves as the new, dominant upper class—
often represented now as the “1 per cent.” 

Under the control of the capitalists, the economic 
system was revolutionized. People were drawn from 

six children, spent the rest of their lives in England, 
living often from hand to mouth (Berlin 1963, 27–32). 

Marx sought to understand the origins of mod-
ern society and the forces leading to change within it. 
For Marx, the way to begin the analysis of any soci-
ety was to examine the way it produced and distrib-
uted the basic necessities of life—its economic system. 
Originally, societies had existed in simple, hunting 
and gathering modes. People in these earliest societies 
were close to being social equals, didn’t live under the 
thumb of any powerful government, and produced 
only what they needed to consume. 

Over time, however, land and goods, which had 
been the common property of all, became the private 
property of a few. Class divisions and conflict became 
basic features of all societies and the keys to under-
standing social change. The majority of people, who 
laboriously tilled the land, were able to produce more 
goods than they required for their own use. This excess 
was a surplus, and it went to support the elite few who 
were free from the burdens of daily labour. Over time, 

Henry Veltmeyer

AN INTERNATIONALLY RECOGNIZED SOCIOLOGIST WHO 

studies the sociology of development, Henry Veltmeyer 
was born in the Netherlands, grew up in Australia, and 
then lived and worked in Latin America for six years. He 
studied in Equador and at the University of Alabama in 
the United States before coming to Canada to complete 
a PhD at McMaster University in Hamilton. He spe-
cializes in the study of globalization and development 
in Latin America, and has applied his understanding 
of social change and social movements to explain the 
underdevelopment of Atlantic Canada and the changes 
that occurred to the Canadian class structure in the late 
twentieth century. Veltmeyer has worked at Saint Mary’s 
University in Halifax since 1976 where he initiated the 
program in International Studies. 

Over more than four decades, Veltmeyer has ana-
lyzed theories of global dependency and uneven de-
velopment. A seismic shift in global economic policy 
began on 11 September 1973 (the original 9/11) when 
the military in Chile, with the active encouragement 
and assistance of the United States CIA, overthrew the 
democratically elected socialist government in Chile. 
The coup ushered in the first regime to implement 
neo-liberal, free-market economic policies that have 
since become the dominant form of global capitalism. 

Veltmeyer sees contemporary globalization in terms 
of the development of new modes of domination, 
which work in the interests of ensuring the power and 
privileges of the few, and rely on the strength of gov-
ernments and especially the US military (Petras and 
Veltmeyer 2001). 

Sociologists understand that domination breeds 
resistance. Veltmeyer addresses the emergence of anti-
globalization protests and social movements, focusing 
on the difficulty of uniting groups that have diffuse 
goals and use different tactics. Committed to a form of 
socialist humanism, Veltmeyer is critical of the failures 
of socialist societies in the twentieth century, leading to 
the conclusion that something different is needed if so-
cial change is to lead to genuinely democratic and hu-
manitarian emancipation (Veltmeyer and Petras 2011). 
Cuban society has developed some popular forms of 
organization that go beyond the limitations of the one-
party state. Veltmeyer also sees promise in some of the 
popular movements that have arisen in countries such 
as Venezuela and Equador that are attempting to real-
ize versions of twenty-first century socialism. In his 
view, socialism requires democratization, which can 
only come about from the bottom up through an or-
ganized people’s movement (Veltmeyer 2007).

reSeArcHerS In ActIon  
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that religion acted as “the opium of the people” to dull 
the pain of their oppression (1959[1844], 263). 

TIME to REFLECT

How would Durkheim respond to the figure depicting 

the capitalist system?

The fate of capitalism hinged on the conflict 
between the proletariat and capitalists, and Marx 
expected that a working-class revolution would 
replace capitalism with a more cooperative and col-
lective society—socialism. As capitalism became 
global, socialist revolutions in the twentieth century 

the countryside into the booming, bustling new cit-
ies and into the factory system, which became the 
dominant economic form—now a worldwide phe-
nomenon. They became wage workers or, in Marx’s 
terms, the proletariat (Marx and Engels 1959[1844]). 
Marx’s perspective is illustrated in a figure titled the 
“Pyramid of Capitalist System.” The labour of the 
working class toiling at the bottom provides surplus 
in the form of profit for the livelihood of the opulent 
capitalist class (shown at dinner), for priests (second 
from the top), and for the government, which orders 
the soldiers to shoot the workers when they rebel. In 
this model, religion tells lies to keep the workers paci-
fied. In one of his most famous phrases, Marx claimed 

Social stratification has been a central concern since the founding of sociology. Even non-

sociologists have long understood that their lives are shaped by class structure. 
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Generally for Marx, the separation from nature was a 
good thing, and it was necessary for all the progress that 
followed—potentially, for a world of shared wealth and 
high living standards for all. But power over nature has 
now proved to be a double-edged sword. In our cur-
rent environmental crisis, which critics claim is one 
of the consequences of constant-growth capitalism, 
it is clear that alienation from nature has had some 
disastrous consequences. 

TIME to REFLECT

Thinking of Marx’s concept of alienation, in what ways 

would you describe your university education either as 

alienating or as helping to break down alienation?

Marx’s theory is critical of existing society and 
openly declares its biases and interests. While no 
theory is socially neutral, the values of working-class 
revolt and revolutionary change are central to his. It 
combines analysis of cultural, political, and economic 
structures with human action or agency. For Marx, 
the relative truth of a social theory has to be tested in 
practice and modified as a result of experience. In our 
world of unequal economics, climate change, inter-
national conflict, and threats to people’s welfare, Marx 
remains a central theorist.

actually occurred in poor, unindustrialized countries 
such as Russia and China. Ironically, both of these 
societies have now become part of global capitalism; 
for proof, check out the “Made in . . .” labels on many 
of your consumer goods. 

As the 2008 “great recession” made clear, Marx’s 
economic analysis of capitalism still resonates in the 
twenty-first century, but globalization has transformed 
its structure. The film Wolf of Wall Street (2014) cari-
catures the contemporary, decadent age of speculative 
investment and high-level graft, claiming that stock-
market values are little more than fairy dust. But at 
bottom, the capitalist system is still about selling as 
many things as possible for profit, and social media 
such as Twitter and Facebook feature ads ever better 
tailored to entice individual consumption. Google is a 
massive platform for advertising.

Another Marxist concept that has resonance in con-
temporary society is alienation, a concept that has been 
applied widely in sociology. In simple terms, alienation 
means to be separated from something. In Marx’s hands, 
alienation means being separated from other people, 
from control over your work and the product of your 
labour, and from your true human potential. The earli-
est “humans” separated, or alienated, themselves from 
nature. Thereafter, people developed increasingly com-
plex technologies to control the natural environment. 

THE VALUE ORIENTATION OF THE first prominent black 

sociologist, W.E.B. Du Bois (1868–1963), was never in 

doubt. Born in Massachusetts, Du Bois experienced ra-

cial discrimination at the hands of his classmates—the 

shadow of racism crept over him, he wrote. Rejected on 

racial grounds as an undergraduate by Harvard, Du Bois 

went below the US “colour-line” to Fisk, a black univer-

sity in Tennessee. Once back north, he became the first 

African American to graduate with a PhD from Harvard. 

He conducted an extensive sociological study of the 

black community and published The Philadelphia Negro 

in 1899, discussing racism, employment, poverty, and 

the emergence of a black middle class.

The fundamental problem of the twentieth cen-

tury in America, he declared, was the colour-line. The 

laws of segregation (known as “Jim Crow”) were deep-

ening in the United States. Du Bois wrote extensively 

about racism and the creation of a distinctly racial 

“caste” system in America. He was also a social activist 

and a co-founder of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People. He sought a broad al-

liance of progressive people—black as well as white—

to bring about legal and social change. Ultimately, he 

believed, it was up to African Americans to fight for 

their own liberation. No group had achieved emancipa-

tion by simply asking for it—liberation had to be won 

through struggle. 

Having studied in Germany, Du Bois’s approach to 

sociology was directly influenced by classical theory in 

that country. He intended to establish American sociol-

ogy on a scientific basis, employing concepts such as 

race, class, and status in the interpretation of grounded 

empirical research. In practice, Du Bois worked to deep-

en black pride and independence. He lived through the 

civil-rights movement in the 1950s, but he became 

increasingly disillusioned by American society and 

turned his attention to independence movements in 

Africa. He died in 1963, a self-exiled radical in Ghana.

HUMAN 
DIVERSITY

W.E.B. Du Bois and the Veil of Racism
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propaganda to sell products such as the Slap Chop or 
the DaVinci Pro knife or as politicians plot how to 
manipulate public opinion and win votes. 

In traditional monarchies, the first-born son of the 
sovereign automatically becomes the next ruler, but 
this form of “traditional authority” does not mean that 
person is actually fit to rule. In The King’s Speech, set 
in the 1930s, the shy, speech-impaired second son of 
the deceased British king learns to rule in place of his 
older but decadent, pro-Nazi brother. The ability to 
exercise power over others can also be based on per-
sonal, “charismatic authority”—an irrational power 
that compels people to follow a leader, such as Jesus 
or Hitler. Charismatic authority either dies with the 
leader or is converted into another form of tradition, 
as demonstrated by the evolution of Christianity fol-
lowing the death of Jesus.

In the modern world, politics has become rational-
ized. Tradition and charisma, Weber says, have been 
replaced by “legal–rational authority.” A set of rational 
and legal regulations determine how we choose those 
who govern us and the rules they must follow. All of 
the formal institutions of modern life are governed 
according to a rational set of rules that define the dut-
ies of a hierarchy of positions and power—in short, by 
a bureaucracy. When you get a job as an assistant bank 
manager, you are at the bottom of a highly organized, 
complex, and rationally devised career ladder. Your 
work will be judged according to objective standards of 
performance, which will determine whether you keep 
your job and whether you are promoted. Increasingly, 
traditional types of evaluation and judgment—who 
you know or to whom you are related—become less 
important than your qualifications, experience, and 
work habits.

TIME to REFLECT

Weber says that traditional authority and charismatic 

authority have been largely superseded by legal–

rational authority. Thinking about Canadian elections, 

would you say this is largely true?

In addition to rational calculations, Weber 
understood, sociologists have to pay attention to the 
unintended consequences of people’s actions. Things 
don’t always work out the way we intended or ration-
ally expected they would. We may intend to deter 
criminals from a life of crime by locking them in a 

TIME to REFLECT

Is the “colour-line” still a fact of life in Canada, or is  

racism largely a thing of the past?

Max Weber

Like Durkheim, the German sociologist Max Weber 
(1864–1920) understood that modern society was 
increasingly individualistic, and like Marx, he spent 
much of his historical research uncovering the roots 
of capitalism. In his view, however, neither individual-
ism nor capitalism captured the fundamental way that 
modern society differed from traditional society. For 
Weber, the growing importance of rationality was the 
basic underlying difference.

Weber was born near Weimar, Germany, and grew 
up under the iron-fisted power of Kaiser Wilhelm. 
His father was a lawyer who came from a family of 
industrialists and merchants in the textile business. 
Content under authoritarian rule, Weber’s father was 
dictatorial, patriarchal, self-centred, and hedonistic 
(Käsler 1988, 1–3). Weber himself was serious, studi-
ous, and liberal in his politics. Appointed to his first 
academic position by the age of 30, Weber’s career was 
wracked by periodic breakdowns and bouts of depres-
sion (Gerth and Mills 1946, 11). 

In Germany, Marxism was an influential polit-
ical force by the time Weber had begun to address 
sociological issues. As with Marx, Weber’s sociology 
is historical and comparative, two essential elements 
of good social theory. But Marx was identified with 
positivism, and Weber used this simplification as a 
convenient foil for building his own theory of society. 
Weber sought to uncover the social, cultural, and pol-
itical factors that shaped modern society independ-
ently of economic processes. 

For Weber, modern society differed from trad-
itional society in that it was highly rational, and the 
most direct example was modern science and its use 
of reason to understand the world. Arising in a trad-
itional society dominated by religion, science tended 
to erode mystical and supernatural beliefs. Weber 
referred to this process as the disenchantment of the 
world (Weber 1946, 350–1). He saw the modern world 
as characterized by a certain type of rational thinking 
that he defined as formal. Formal rationality involves 
calculating the most efficient means to achieve a 
goal, just as a “pitchman” figures out the best type of 
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politics, the family, and virtually every other aspect of 
society” (Ritzer 2000a, 1–2). 

Weberian categories of sociological analysis have 
many applications, and they recur frequently in the 
chapters that follow. For Weber, however, the goals 
that we seek are not necessarily rational ones. We may 
seek profit, but we may just as likely seek pleasure for 
its own sake or seek a goal that we value highly on 
purely emotional grounds, such as justice or religious 
salvation (1964, 211–12). The Holocaust entailed the 
application of formally rational techniques of system-
atic persecution, mass execution, and ethnic geno-
cide in pursuit of an essentially irrational belief in 
racial inferiority.

In fact, as life becomes increasingly dominated by 
rational calculation, people often try to escape from 
rationality into other, competing, and non-rational 
realms. To escape from the routine world of workaday 
life, which has no deep or ultimate meaning, people 
strive for self-cultivation through acquiring things 
that are valued in our culture and express “good 
taste.” The value we sometimes put on erotic love, for 
example, can act as a life-affirming, enchanting goal 
that gives meaning to our existence. In the modern 
world, the value of eroticism is accentuated, and erotic 
love, Weber said, not only is a joyous triumph over the 
all-too-rational but appears to be the gateway into the 
irrational “real kernel of life” (1946, 341–7). 

The focus on people’s values and goals meant that 
sociology could not, as with Durkheim, concentrate 
only on “social facts.” In his discussion of the meth-
ods of sociology, Weber emphasized the binary (or 
dual) nature of facts and values. Facts were open to 
objective analysis or understanding, but values were 
entirely subjective—within the mind of the individual. 
You could rationally calculate the best means to ter-
minate a pregnancy, but there was no objective way 
to determine whether this goal was right, or moral, 
or desirable. Rational arguments are ineffective when 
they come up against irrationally held, and especially 
supernaturally based, beliefs. Sociologists, then, had 
to get inside a person’s thinking to understand why 

maximum security prison, but prison may be graduate 
school for criminality. In one of his most controversial 
historical investigations, Weber concluded that the 
rise of capitalism in Europe was an unintended conse-
quence of the Protestant Reformation (1958a). 

For Weber, capitalism was not the inevitable out-
growth of European feudalism; rather, capitalism had 
sprouted in many places in ancient times, but family 
traditions, religious beliefs, or political values had 
strangled its development (Weber 1964). It took a 
change in religious values (Protestantism) in Europe 
for capitalism to emerge as the single, dominant eco-
nomic system. Once industrialization took off, all 
aspects of life were transformed. 

Furthermore, Weber argued, modern capitalism 
was busily creating a new middle class of profession-
als, technicians, and office workers who were employ-
ees—like Marx’s proletariat—but were paid higher 
salaries and given more autonomy at work. The “new 
middle class” occupied positions of higher status than 
factory workers. Weber’s attention to class, status, and 
power as partly independent forms of inequality sug-
gested a multi-variable analysis of modern society. 

In contemporary sociology, French social theorist 
Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) has redefined Weber’s 
analysis of modern society to examine the various 
ways in which people can acquire resources of power 
and control (1984). Money capital is obvious. For 
Bourdieu, the structure of power in society is also 
maintained partly through culturally acquired “tastes” 
and practices, such as what we eat and how we are 
entertained—even how we blow our nose—which 
give individuals a sense of their place in the world. If 
you are well educated and have acquired the necessary 
knowledge and “taste” to be able to fit seamlessly into 
higher classes, you have cultural capital. If you are well 
connected and have an “in” with important people, 
you can benefit by using these connections and have 
social capital, says Bourdieu.

Weber’s analysis of formal rationality—calculating 
the most efficient means to attain an end such as pri-
vate profit—is central to globalization. George Ritzer’s 
influential analysis of the spread of rationality in the 
global economy takes off from Weber. Ritzer calls the 
process “McDonaldization,” since the fast-food chain’s 
techniques of production and marketing have become 
the model for others. McDonaldization is evident in 
“education, work, health care, travel, leisure, dieting, 

TIME to REFLECT

How would you rate your own social and cultural capi-

tal? Do they connect closely to your money capital?



1  |  Sociological Theory 25

THE PRACTICE OF NATURAL SCIENCE is said to be value-

neutral; the evidence is supposed to speak for itself. 

Studying physics or chemistry, scientists are expected 

to leave their values behind, at the laboratory door. 

Whether smoking causes lung cancer, for a scientist, is a 

question to be decided by objective evidence. Scientists 

whose research funding comes from tobacco compan-

ies, however, may report only findings that don’t show a 

link between smoking and cancer. Their interest in keep-

ing their research money flowing may influence the re-

sults of their work. If you don’t believe climate change is 

caused by carbon emissions, you will search for and be-

lieve only the data that confirms your pre-existing belief. 

A lot depends on how you look at things. When we 

look at a typical Canadian map of the Earth, north is up 

and south is down. Canada sits on top of the United 

States, and we go “down” to Florida. Things change 

if you look at a map drawn from the perspective of 

“down under” in Australia. The Australian-drawn globe 

appears, to Canadians, to be “upside down.” Canada 

appears beneath the US and we have to drive up for 

spring break in Fort Lauderdale. There really is no sim-

ple “up” and “down.” These binary terms are purely rela-

tive to where you are, a point made photographically 

by the film Gravity. 

The search for generalizations about people’s ac-

tions and beliefs is not straightforward. Values and 

beliefs intrude at least as much, and probably more, 

in sociological inquiry as in natural science. For any 

social theorist, much depends on the assumptions she 

or he makes about human nature. Spencer believed 

that people were naturally and always selfish and com-

petitive. The cruel, dog-eat-dog world of capitalism in 

which he lived was, for him, a natural result of human 

nature and couldn’t be any different. Marx, on the other 

hand, believed that there was no fixed and unchanging 

“human nature.” The way humans acted, whether self-

ishly or compassionately, depended on the circum-

stances in which they lived. If you change society, you 

change the circumstances of life and change “human 

nature.” For Marx, the world was cruel and unfair, but it 

could be changed for the better.

Among all the differences between groups, how-

ever, there are certain common elements or features 

that explain a lot—if not everything—about society. 

The view of the world of the average American may be 

quite different from that of the average Canadian. But 

neither may be close to the view of a slum-dweller in 

Mumbai, India. It is likely that women and men experi-

ence and understand the world somewhat differently. 

The view of how society works from the point of view 

of the urban underclass is different in understandable 

ways from the perspective of Conrad Black or members 

of the corporate elite. 

In sociology, “where you are” is a complicated busi-

ness. So, too, is what is done about different perspec-

tives and interests. In the residential schools, church 

and state in Canada attempted to erase the cultural 

heritage of Canada’s Indigenous peoples, a practice re-

ferred to as “cultural genocide.” At a minimum, as Max 

Weber said, in sociology it is necessary to understand 

your biases and make them clear.

OPEN FOR 
DISCUSSION

Should (Can) Social Theory Be Value-Neutral?

The film Gravity tells us there is no sound in space. The cinematography reminds us that there is also no perspective that is 

consistently up or down. 
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