


Sociology 
Sixth Edition 

Anthony Giddens 

Revised and updated with 

Philip W. Sutton 
polity 



Copyright © Anthony Giddens 2009 

The right of Anthony Giddens to be identified as Author of this Work has been 

asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

First published in 2009 by Polity Press 

Polity Press 

65 Bridge Street 

Cambridge CB2 IUR, UK 

Polity Press 

350 Main Street 

Maiden, MA 02148, USA 

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the 
purpose of criticism and review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 

in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, 
without the prior permission afthe publisher. 

ISBN-13: 978-0-7456-4357-1 

ISBN-13: 978-0-7456-4358-8(pbl 

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library. 

Book Design by Peter Ducker MISTD 

Typeset in 9.5 on 12.5pt Utopia 

by Servis Filmsetting Ltd, Stockport, Cheshire 

Printed in Italy by Rotolito Lombarda 

The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for 

external websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time 

of going to press. However, the publisher has no responsibility for the websites 

and can make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content is 

or will remain appropriate. 

Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been 

inadvertently overlooked the publishers will be pleased to include any necessary credits 
in any subsequent reprint or edition. 

For further information on Polity, visit our website: www.politybooks.com 



Contents 

Detailed contents vi 

Preface to the sixth edition xix 

Acknowledgements xx 

About this book xxi 

List of figures xxvi 

List oftables xxix 

List of boxes xxxi 

1 What is Sociology? 3 

2 Asking and Answering Sociological Questions 33 

3 Theories and Perspectives in Sociology 67 

4 Globalization and the Changing World 107 

5 The Environment 153 

6 Cities and Urban Life 205 

7 Social Interaction and Everyday Life 247 

8 The Life-Course 281 

9 Families and Intimate Relationships 327 

10 Health, llIness and Disability 383 

11 Stratification and Social Class 429 

12 Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare 475 

13 Global Inequality 521 

14 Sexuality and Gender 575 

15 Race, Ethnicity and Migration 627 

16 Religion 673 

17 The Media 721 

18 Organizations and Networks 779 

19 Education 829 

20 Work and Economic Life 883 

21 Crime and Deviance 935 

22 Politics, Government and Social Movements 985 

23 Nations, War and Terrorism 1029 

References 1065 

Glossary 1111 

llIustration credits 1138 

Index 1140 



Detailed contents 

Preface to the sixth edition xix 
Acknowledgements xx 
About this Book xxi 
Major themes xxi 
New features xxii 
Organization of the book xxv 
List affigures xxvi 
List aftables xxix 
List a/boxes xxxi 

I What is Sociology? 3 

The sociological imagination 6 
Studying people and society 8 
The development of sociological thinking 10 

Theories and theoretical perspectives 10 

Founders of sociology 11 
Modern theoretical approaches 22 
Theoretical thinking in sociology 26 
Levels of analysis: microsociology and macrosociology 27 
Why study sociology? 28 
Summary points 30 
Further reading 31 

Internet links 31 

2 Asking and Answering Sociological 
Questions 33 
Human subjects and ethical problems 37 

Sociological questions 38 
Is sociology scientific? 41 
The research process 42 
Understanding cause and effect 46 
Causation and correlation 46 
Research methods 49 
Ethnography 50 

Surveys 52 
Experiments 54 
Biographical research 58 
Comparative research 58 

• 



Detailed contents 

Historical analysis 59 
Comparative-historical research 59 
Sociological research in the real world 59 
Restating the obvious? 62 
The influence of sociology 62 
Summary points 63 
Further reading 64 
Internet links 65 

3 Theories and Perspectives in Sociology 67 

Towards sociology 72 
Positivism and social evolution 72 
Karl Marx - the capitalist revolution 74 
Establishing sociology 78 
Emile Durkheim: the social level of reality 78 
Max Weber: capitalism and religion 83 
Theoretical dilemmas 87 
Social structure and human action 88 
Consensus or conflict? 90 
The neglected issue of gender 91 
The direction of social change 92 
The transformation of societies - and sociology 94 
Gender equality and feminist theory 94 
Poststructuralism and postmodernity 96 
Globalization, risk and the 'revenge' of nature 98 
Conclusion: out with the old, in with the new? 103 

Summary points 
Further reading 
Internet links 

104 
105 

105 

4 Globalization and the Changing World 107 

Types of society 11 0 
A disappearing world: the fate of pre-modern societies 
The modern world: the industrialized societies 116 
Global development 118 
Social change 120 

Influences on social change 122 
Change in the modern period 125 
Globalization 126 
Factors contributing to globalization 127 
Contesting globalization 137 
The impact of globalization 140 

110 

Conclusion: the need for global governance 148 
Summary points 
Further reading 
Internet links 

149 
150 

151 

• 



DETAILED CONTENTS 

5 The Environment 153 
Nature, the environment and sociology 157 
Defining nature and the environment 157 
Sociology and the environment 158 
What are environmental issues? 163 
Pollution and waste 163 
Resource depletion 169 
Genetic modification of food 172 
Global warming 177 
Sociological theories and ecological 
sustainability 186 
Consumerism and environmental damage 187 
Limits to growth and sustainable development 190 

Living in the global 'risk society' 193 
Ecological modernization 195 
Environmental justice and ecological citizenship 197 
Conclusion 199 
Summary points 
Further reading 
Internet links 

200 
202 

203 

6 Cities and Urban Life 205 
Theorizing urbanism 208 

The Chicago School 209 

Urbanism and the created environment 213 
Evaluation 216 
The development of the city 217 
Cities in traditional societies 217 
Industrialization and urbanization 
The development of the modern city 
Urban trends in the developed world 
Urbanization in the developing world 

Cities and globalization 235 
Global cities 235 
Inequality in the global city 236 

219 
220 
221 
230 

Governing cities in a global age 238 
Conclusion: cities and global governance 243 
Summary points 244 
Further reading 245 
Internet links 245 

7 Social Interaction and Everyday Life 247 
Why study daily life? 251 
Non-verbal communication 252 
The human face, gestures and emotions 252 
Gender and the body 254 



Detailed contents 

Embodiment and identities 255 
The social rules of interaction 258 

Shared understandings 258 
'Interactionai vandalism' 258 
Response cries 262 
Face, body and speech in interaction 263 

Encounters 263 

Impression management 264 
Personal space 270 
Interaction in time and space 271 
Clock time 271 

The ordering of space and time 272 
Everyday life in cultural and historical perspective 272 
The social construction of reality: the sociological debate 273 
Social interaction in cyberspace 275 
Conclusion: the compulsion 01 proximity 276 

Summary points 278 
Further reading 279 
Internet links 279 

8 The Life-Course 281 
Culture, society and child socialization 284 

Theories of child development 284 
Agencies of socialization 288 
Gender socialization 291 

Reactions of parents and adults 291 
Gender learning 291 
The sociological debate 292 
The life-course 295 

Childhood 296 
The teenager and youth culture 299 
Young adulthood 300 
Mature adulthood 300 
Later life 301 
Ageing 302 
The greying of human societies 303 
How do people age? 305 
Growing old: competing sociological explanations 308 
Aspects of ageing 309 
The politics of ageing 314 
Death, dying and bereavement 320 
The sociology of death and dying 
Theorizing death in modern societies 
Recent developments 321 
Summary points 324 
Further reading 325 
Internet links 325 

320 
320 



DETAILED CONTENTS 

9 Families and Intimate Relationships 327 
Basic concepts 331 

The family in historical context 332 
The development of family life 333 
The way we never were? Myths of the traditional family 333 
Families in global context 335 
Families and intimate relationships 338 
Development and diversity in family patterns 339 
Inequality within the family 341 
Intimate violence 346 
Divorce and separation 350 

Changing attitudes to family life 358 
New partnerships, step-families and kin relations 360 

Alternatives to traditional marriage and family life 363 

Theoretical perspectives on fa~ilies and relationships 369 
Functionalism 369 
Feminist approaches 369 
Theorizing the transformation of love and intimacy 371 
Conclusion: the debate about family values 376 
Summary points 
Further reading 
Internet links 

378 
380 

381 

10 Health, Illness and Disability 383 

The sociology of the body 386 
The sociology of health and illness 389 
Sociological perspectives on medicine 

Medicine and health in a changing world 
391 

399 
HIV and AIDS in global perspective 399 
Sociological perspectives on health and illness 402 
The social basis of health 407 
Class and health 407 
Gender and health 411 

Ethnicity and health 413 
Health and social cohesion 414 
The sociology of disability 415 
The individual model of disability 416 
The social model of disability 416 

Disability, law and public policy 420 
Disability around the world 423 
Summary points 424 
Further reading 426 
Internet links 427 



Detailed contents 

11 Stratification and Social Class 429 
Systems of stratification 432 
Slavery 434 

Caste 434 
Estates 437 
Class 437 
Theories of class and stratification 438 
Karl Marx's theory of class conflict 438 
Max Weber: class, status and party 440 
Erik Olin Wright's theory of class 442 

Measuring class 443 
Evaluating Goldthorpe's class scheme 443 
Contemporary class divisions in the developed world 449 
The question ofthe upper class 449 
The growing middle class 451 
The changing working class 453 . 
Is there an underc1ass? 454 
Class and lifestyles 458 
Gender and stratification 460 

Social mobility 463 

Comparative mobility studies 463 
Downward mobility 466 
Social mobility in Britain 466 
Gender and social mobility 468 

A meritocratic Britain? 469 

Conclusion: the continuing significance of social class 470 
Summary points 470 
Further reading 472 
Internet links 473 

12 Poverty, Social Exclusion and Welfare 475 
Poverty 480 
What is poverty? 480 
Measuring poverty 484 
Who are the poor? 491 

Explaining poverty 494 
Poverty and social mobility 496 
Social exclusion 498 
What is social exclusion? 

Examples of social exclusion 

Crime and social exclusion 

498 
501 

505 
The welfare state 507 
Theories of the welfare state 507 
The welfare state in the UK 509 
Poverty and welfare in a changing world 517 
Summary points 517 
Further reading 518 
Internet links 519 



DETAILED CONTENTS 

13 Global Inequality 521 
Global economic inequality 527 
High-income countries 529 
Middle- income countries 529 
Low-income countries 530 
Is global economic inequality increasing? 530 

Unequal life chances 532 
Health 533 

Hunger, malnutrition and famine 534 
Education, literacy and child labour 537 
Can poor countries become rich? 542 

Theories of development 548 
Evaluating theories of development 555 
International organizations and global inequality 556 

Global economic inequality in a changing world 559 
World population growth and global inequality 564 

Population analys is: demography 564 
Dynamics of population change 565 

The demographic transition 568 
The prospects for twenty-first-century equality 568 

Summary points 
Further reading 
Internet links 

571 
573 

573 

14 Sexuality and Gender 575 
Human sexuality 578 
Biology and sexual behaviour 578 

Forms of sexuali ty 579 
Sexual orientation 580 
Sexuality, religion and morality 582 
Homosexuality 584 

Researching sexuality 591 
Prostitution and 'sex work' 596 

Prostitution 596 
Sex work 597 

The global sex industry 599 
Gender 600 

Gender and biology: natural differences? 601 

Gender socialization 602 

Reproductive technologies 603 

The social construction of gender and sex 607 

Masculinities and gender relations 608 

The gender order 609 

Theories of gender inequality 614 
Functionalist approaches 614 
Feminist approaches 615 
Women's movements 621 



Detailed contents 

Gender and globalization 622 
Summary points 623 
Further reading 624 
Internet links 625 

15 Race, Ethnicity and Migration 627 
Key concepts 631 
Race 

Ethnicity 
631 

633 
Minority groups 635 
Prejudice and discrimination 636 
What is racism? 637 
From 'old' to 'new' forms of racism' 639 

Sociological theories of racism 641 
Ethnic integration, diversity and conflict 643 
Models of ethnic integration 643 . 
Ethnic diversity 646 

Ethnic minorities in labour markets 647 
Housing 651 

The criminal justice system 652 
Ethnic conflict 653 
Migration in a global age 654 

Migration and the decline of empire: Britain since the 19605 659 
Migration and the European Union 663 
Migration and ethnic relations 665 
Globalization and migration 665 
Global diasporas 667 
Conclusion 669 

Summary points 670 
Further reading 671 
Internet links 671 

16 Religion 673 

The sociological study of religion 677 
What is religion? 677 

Religion in classical sociological theory 679 
Religions in the real world 685 
Totemism and animism 685 
)udaism, Christianity and Islam 685 
The religions of the Far East 686 
Religious organizations 688 
Christianity. gender and sexuality 693 
Secularization and religious revival 695 
Secularization 695 
Religion in Europe 699 
Religion in the United States 702 
Evaluating the secularization thesis 706 



DETAILED CONTENTS 

Religious fu ndamentalism 709 
Conclusion 716 
Summary points 716 
Further reading 718 
Internet links 719 

17 The Media 721 
Media in a global age 725 
The digital revolution 726 
The Internet and the World Wide Web 726 

Film 731 
Television 732 
Music 738 
Newspapers 741 
Theorizing the media 744 
Functionalism 744 
Conflict theories 744 
Symbolic interactionism 752 
Postmodern theory 755 
Audiences and media representations 757 

Audience stud ies 757 
Representing ciass, gender, ethnicity and disabiliry 759 

Controlling the global media 762 
Media imperialism? 764 
Ownership of media 'supercompanies' 766 

Political control 770 
Resistance and alternatives to the global media 772 
Conclusion 774 
Summary points 775 
Further reading 776 
In ternet links 777 

18 Organizations and Networks 779 
Organizations 783 
Organizations as bureaucracies 784 
The physical setting of organizations 791 

Transnationalorgan izations 796 
Economic organizations 798 
Beyond bureaucracy? 805 
Organizational change: the Japanese model 807 
Transforming management practices 808 

Studying management practices 811 
The study of networks 815 
Social networks 815 
Networks and information technology 816 
Social capital: the ties that bind 817 
New social ties? 820 



Detailed contents 

Conclusion 823 
Summary points 824 
Further reading 826 
Internet links 827 

19 Education 829 
Theorizing the significance of education 833 
Education as socialization 834 
Schooling for capitalism 836 
The hidden curriculum 837 

Education and cultural reproduction 839 
Social divisions and education 848 
The IQ debate in education 849 
Gender and schooling 853 
Ethnicity and education 860 

Education in global context 864 

Global primary school enrolment 
Literacy and illiteracy 868 
The changing face of education 
Technology in the classroom 
E-universities 875 
The future of education 
Conclusion 
Summary points 
Further reading 
Internet links 

879 

880 

881 
881 

865 

870 
873 

877 

20 Work and Economic Life 883 
What is work? 886 
Transforming the social organization of work 891 

Taylorism and Fordism 892 
Globalization and post-Fordism 894 
The changing nature of work and working 898 
Trade-unionism in decline? 899 
Gender and the 'feminization of work' 902 

Changes in the domestic division of labour 909 
Automation and the 'skills' debate 911 
The end of the career for life and the rise of the portfolio worker 920 
Job insecurity, unemployment and the social 
significance of work 921 
The social significance of work 921 
The rise in job insecurity 924 
Unemployment 926 
Conclusion: the 'corrosion of character'? 931 

Summary points 932 
Further reading 933 
Internet links 933 



DETAILED CONTENTS 

21 Crime and Deviance 935 
The basic concepts 939 
Explaining crime and deviance: sociological theories 940 

Functionalist theories 941 
Interactionist theory 945 
Conflict theories and the 'new criminology' 949 
Control theories 951 
Theoretical conclusions 955 
Patterns of crime in the United Kingdom 956 
Crime and crime statistics 957 
Victims and perpetrators of crime 960 

Gender, sexuality and crime 960 

Youth and crime 965 
White-coUar crime 967 
Crime in global context 970 

Organized crime 970 

Cybercrime 973 
Prisons and punishment 974 
Conclusion: deviance, crime and social order 979 
Summary points 98] 

Further reading 982 

Internet links 983 

22 Politics, Government and Social 
Movements 985 
Basic concepts in political sociology 988 
Politics, government and the state 988 
Power 989 
Authoritarianism and democracy 992 
The global spread of democracy 995 
The faU of communism 995 
Democratization and it discontents 998 
Old and new party politics 1003 

Global governance 1007 

Social movements and social change 1010 

What are social movements? 1010 

Theories of social movements 1011 

Globalization and the 'social movement society' 1021 

Conclusion 1025 

Summary points 1025 

Further reading 1027 

Internet links 1027 

23 Nations, War and Terrorism 1029 

Nations and nationalism 1034 

Nationalism and modern society 1035 

Nations without states 1036 



Detailed contents xvii 

National minorities and the European Union 1040 

Nations and nationalism in developing countries 1040 

The nation-state, national identities and globalization 1042 

Human conflict, war and genocide 1045 

Theorizing war and genocide 1045 

The changing nature of war 1046 

Old and new wars 1049 

Terrorism 1055 

What is terrorism? 1055 

Old and new terrorism 1057 

War and terrorism in a global age 1062 

Summary points 1063 

Further reading 1064 

Internet links 1064 

References 1065 

Glossary 1111 

Illustration credits 1138 

fndex 1140 



Preface to the sixth edition 

I t is now 20 years since the first edition of Sociology was published. In 1989, 
when the book first came out, some readers of the current edition weren't even 

born. That year was a time of dramatic social change, with the end of the Cold 
War and the opening up of former Soviet bloc countries. Events such as the 
Tiananmen Square massacre in China made headlines worldwide. Throughout 
the 1980s, more and more people in the developed world had acquired luxury 
goods such as microwaves and video rrcorders. Yet at that time the current 
pervasiveness of the Internet, email and other digital media in everyday life was 
unimaginable. I dictated much of the first edition onto tape, and it was then 
typed up on a word processor, a kind of electronic typewriter. 

Overthe years, consecutive editions have mapped out the myriad changes we 
have experienced in the social world, as well as sociologists' attempts to under
stand them. This sixth edition has been carefully revised to make sure it takes 
account of recent global developments and new ideas in sociology. You'll see 
that there is now a chapter dedicated to war and terrorism, as well as substan
tive new material in the chapters on the media, education, theoretical thinking, 
politics and government. Other revisions have been made throughout. 

I have all the previous editions of Sociology on my shelves at home, as well as 
copies in the mUltiple languages into which the book has been translated. What 
all previous editions of this book have in common is their attempt to help read
ers see the value of thinking sociologically. I hope this sixth edition will again 
serve that purpose. 

Students sometimes find sociological ideas and evidence difficult to under
stand. In part, I think that's because sociology demands a concerted attempt to 
set aside personal beliefs and opinions when analysing research findings and 
theories. In this sense, thinking sociologically involves a profound intellectual 
challenge. Most people who study sociology are changed by the experience. The 
reason is that sociology offers a different perspective on the world from that 
which most people have when they start out in the subject. Sociology helps us 
look beyond the immediate contexts of our lives and so helps us understand the 
causes of our own actions better. Sociology can also help us change the world for 
the better. I hope you enjoy the book. 
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About this book 

One of the things that's so exciting about sociology is its constant engage
ment with the ever-changing social world. Events we find hard to make 

sense of, or that frighten us - such as climate change or terrorism - are all of 
interest to sociologists. My aim in this sixth edition, as in the previous five, has 
been to capture the sense of excitement that pervades the very best of sociology, 
and to inspire a new generation of sociologists. The book was written in the firm 
belief that sociology has a key role to play in modern intellectual culture and a 
central place in the social sciences. It does not try to introduce overly sophisti
cated notions nor does it make a virtue of sociological jargon. Nevertheless, 
findings drawn from the cutting edge of the discipline are incorporated 
throughout, along with contemporary issues and data. My own work is, of 
course, included across the book and I have referred to it in the first person so 
that readers are clear when I am writing about my own contributions to the field. 
I have also included the views of my critics where necessary. I hope it is not a 
partisan treatment; as usual I endeavoured to cover the major perspectives in 
sociology and the major findings of contemporary research in an even-handed, 
though not indiscriminate, way. 

Major themes 

The book is constructed around a number of basic themes, each of which helps 
to give the work a distinctive character. One central theme is that of social 
change. Sociology was born of the transformations that wrenched the industri
alizing social order of the West away from the ways of life characteristic of 
preceding societies. The world created by these changes is the primary concern 
of sociological analysis. The pace of social change has continued to accelerate, 
and it is possihle that we stand on the threshold of transitions as significant as 
those that occurred in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Sociology 
has prime responsibility for charting the transformations that have taken place 
in the past and for grasping the major lines of development taking place today. 

A second, connected, theme ofthe book is the globalizing afsociallife. For too 
long, sociology has been dominated by the view that societies can be studied as 
independent entities. But even in the past, societies never really existed in isola
tion. In the contemporary world, we can see a clear acceleration in processes of 
global integration. The emphasis on globalization also connects closely with the 
weight given to the interdependence of the industrialized and developing worlds 
today. The book's first edition, published in 1989, broke new ground in 
discussing the impact of globalization, an examination of which was only just 
beginning, even in the more technical areas of the discipline. Since then the 

xxi 
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xxii 

debate about globalization has intensified, while globalization itself has 
advanced much further, as have some ofthe changes in information technology 
associated with it. 

Third, the book adopts a strongly comparative stance. Sociology cannot be 
taught solely by understanding the institutions of one particular society and the 
discussions contain a rich variety of materials drawn from across the wo rld. The 
book continues to cover developing countries as well as the industrialized ones 
and in this way, it contributes to the globalization of sociology. Given the close 
connections that now mesh societies across the world with one another, and the 
virtual disappearance of traditional social systems, sociology and anthropology 
are becoming increasingly indistinguishable. 

A fourth theme is the necessity of taking an historical approach to sociology. 
This involves more than just filling in the historical context within which events 
occur. One of the most important developments in sociology over the past few 
years has been an increasing emphasis on historical analysis. This should be 
understood not solely as applying a sociolog!cal outlook to the past, but as a way 
of contributing to our understanding of institutions in the present. Recent work 
in historical sociology is discussed throughout and provides a framework fo r the 
interpretations offered within most of the chapters. 

Fifth, particular attention is given throughout the text to issues of gender. The 
study of gender is ordinarily regarded as a specific field within sociology as a 
whole - and this volume contains one chapter that specifically explores think
ing and research on the subject. However, questions about gender relations are 
so fundamental to sociological analysis today that they cannot simply be 
considered a subdivision. Thus, many chapters contain sections concerned 
with issues of gender. 

A sixth theme is the micro and macro link. In many places in the book, I show 
that interaction in micro-level contexts affects larger social processes and that 
such macro-level processes influence our day- to-day lives. Social situations can 
be better understood by analysing them at both the micro and macro levels. 

A final theme is the relation between the social and the personal. Sociological 
thinking is a vital help to self-understanding, which in turn can be focused back 
on an improved understanding of the social world. Studying sociology should 
be a liberating experience that enlarges our sympathies and imagination, opens 
up new perspectives on the sources of our own behaviour and creates an aware
ness of cultural settings different from our own. In so far as SOCiological ideas 
challenge dogma, teach the appreciation of cultural variety and provide insights 
into the working of social insti tutions, the practice of SOCiology enhances the 
possibilities of human freedom. 

New features 

The sixth edition inco rporates a range of new features, all designed to help make 
the book more engaging, support students' learning, and to stretch their socio
logical imaginations. First, throughout the book you'll now find Classic Studies 
boxes. These are intended to introduce students to some of socio logy's most 
influential research. [ have tried to pick examples which have had a big impact 
in the field, and which wi ll engage or provoke readers. The selections are not 
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definitive, exhaustive or comprehensive, but are illustrative of key problems or 
concerns. The Classic Studies may date from the early days of sociology or be 
relatively recent, as sheer age does not define them. Instead, the studies are 
chosen for the deep-seated influence they've had on subsequent research, be it 
methodologically, theoretically, empirically, or a mixture of these. Above all, I 
have tried to choose examples that will inspire students, and help them to 
appreciate the many possibilities opened up by thinking sociologically. 

Second, the interactivity of the text has been increased to reflect the growing 
focus in education on student -centred learning. In all the chapters you'll find a 
series of new boxes labeled Thinking Critically. These can be seen as 'stopping 
off' points where the reader is encouraged to reflect on what they've been read
ing, before coming back to pick up the thread. The notion of 'critical' thinking 
may seem irrelevant to those who see sociology as an inherently critical disci
pline. However, the questions posed often require the reader to be critical not 
ortly of political dogma or social practices, but also of sociology and sociological 
debates themselves. In this sense, 'thinking critically' serves as a useful 
reminder that a constantly critical approach extends to all ideas - including my 
own and the so-called 'classics' I discussed earlier! I strongly recommend that 
readers work through these boxes as part and parcel of getting the most from the 
book. 

Third, many more boxed sections have been included. Numerous lecturers 
and students have found these very helpful in previous editions and have 
requested more. To this end, in addition to the Classic Studies already 
mentioned, the book now features two more styles of box. Global Society boxes 
reflect the increasingly global frame of reference within which sociologists work, 
and will hopefully encourage students to orientate themselves globally when 
thinking of even the most apparently local or domestic issues. Boxes labelled 
Using your Sociological Imagination often contain quirky or arresting material, 
designed to illustrate or expand themes found in the main body of the text. They 
finish with a series of questions on the material featured , providing another 
opportunity to stimulate students' critical thinking. 

In addition, the number of terms in the glossary has been expanded. Terms 
included in the glossary are highlighted in a different colour in the text. Further 
readings are annotated for the first time in this edition, so readers can make a 
more informed choice about what they choose to read. At the end of each chap
ter Summary points bring readers back to the main points of each chapter - a 
way of checking understanding, and to reinforce the key messages of each chap
ter. Internet links have been included again, but this time with explicit guidance 
on why each site is being recommended. 

In addition to the Internet links, the book is also designed to be used in 
conjunction with the extensive material on its own website: www.polity.co.uk/ 
giddens. Both lecturers and students will find a wealth of resources to aid further 
research into the themes explored throughout the book, and to support 
students' learning. 

xxiH 
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Organization of the book 

There is not much abstract discussion of sociological concepts in the book. 
Instead, I have sought to illustrate ideas, concepts and theories by means of 

concrete examples. While these are usually taken from sociological research, I 
have quite often used material from other sources (such as newspaper reports) 
for illustrative purposes. I have tried to keep the writing style as simple and 
direct as possible, whilst also endeavouring to make the book a good read. The 
overall aim is to create a fairly seamless n<lrrative throughout each chapter and 
indeed the book as a whole. 

The chapters follow a sequence designed to help achieve a progressive 
mastery of the different fields of sociology, but I have taken care to ensure that 
the book can be used flexibly and is easy to adapt to the needs of teachers, which 
are necessarily diverse. Chapters can be ignored or studied in a different order 
without much loss as each one has been written as a fairly autonomous unit, 
with substantial cross-referencing to relevant chapters. 
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w:e live today-in the first decade of the twenty-first century- in a world 

that is intensely worrying, yet full of the most extraordinary promise 

for the future. It is a world marked by rapid changes, deep conflicts, tensions 

and social divisions, as well as by increasing concerns about the destructive 

impact of human societies on the natural environment. Yet we also have new 

opportunities for controlling our destiny and shaping our lives for the better 

that would have been unimaginable to earlier generations. 

How did this world come about? Why are our conditions of life so different 

from those of our parents and grandparents?What directions will societies take 

in the future? If you have ever asked yourself such questions, then consider 



WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY? 

yourself a novice sociologist. These ques
tions are the prime concern of sociology, a 
field of study that consequently has a funda
mental role to play in modern intellectual 
life. 

Socio logy is the scientific study of 
human life, social groups, whole societies 
and the human world as such. It is a 
dazzling and compelling enterprise, as its 
subject-matter is our own behaviour as 
social beings. The scope of sociology is 
extremely wide, ranging from the analysis of 
passing encounters between individuals on 
the street to the investigation of interna
tional relations and global forms of terror
ism. 

Most of us see the world in terms of the 
familiar features of our own lives - family, 
friendships and work . But sociology 
demonstrates the need to take a much 
broader view of our own lives in order to 
explain why we act as we do. It teaches us 
that what we regard as natural, inevitable, 
good or true may not be so, and that things 
we take for granted are strongly influenced 
by historical events and social processes. 
Understanrling the subtle yet complex and 

profound ways in which our individual 
lives reflect the contexts of our social expe
rience is basic to the sociological outlook. 

; 

, 
The sociological 
imagination 

Learning to thi,;k sociologically - looking, 
in other words" at the broader view - means 
cultivating o ur imagination. Studying 
sociology isilot just a routine process of 
acquiring knowledge. A sociologist is 
someone who is able to break free from the 
immediacy of personal circumstances and 
put things into a wi.der context. Doing 
sociological work depends on what the 
American author C. Wright Mills, in a 
famous phrase, called the sociological 
imagination (Mills 1970). 

TLe sociological imagination requires 
us, above all, to 'think ourselves away' from 
the familiar routines of our daily lives in 
order to look at them anew. Consider the 
simple act of drinking a cup of coffee. What 
could we find to say, from a sociological 
point of view, about such an apparently 

Getting 
together 
with friends 
for coffee is 
part ofa 
social ritual . 

I 
~ 

• 



Coffee is more than a pleasant drink for these workers, whose livelihoods depend on the coffee plant. 

uninteresting piece of behaviour? An enormous 
amount. 

We could point out, first of all, that coffee is not 
just a refreshment. It has symbolic value as part of 
our day-ta-day social activities. Often the ritual 
associated with coffee-drinking is much more 
important than the simple act of consuming the 
drink. For many Westerners, the morning cup of 
coffee stands at the centre of a personal routine. It is 
an essential first step to starting the day. Morning 
coffee is often followed later in the day by coffee 
with others - the basis of a social, not just individual, 
ritual. Two people who arrange to meet for coffee 
are probably more interested in getting together 
and chatting than in what they actually drink. In all 
societies, drinking and eating provide occasions for 
social interaction and the enactment of rituals - and 
these offer a rich subject matter for sociological 
study. 

Second, coffee is a drug that contains caffeine, 
which has a stimulating effect on the brain. Many 

people drink coffee for the 'extra lift' it provides. 
Long days at the office or late nights studying are 
made more tolerable by regular coffee breaks. 
Coffee is a habit-forming substance, but coffee 
addicts are not normally regarded by most people in 
Western cultures as 'drug-users'. Like alcohol, coffee 
is a socially acceptable drug, whereas marijuana, for 
instance, is not. Yet there are societies that tolerate 
the consumption of marijuana or even cocaine, but 
frown on both coffee and alcohol. Sociologists are 
interested in why these differences exist and how 
they came about. 

Third, an individual who drinks a cup of coffee is 
caught up in a complicated set of social and 
economic relationships stretching right across the 
world. Coffee is a product that links people in some 
of the wealthiest and most impoverished parts of 
the planet: it is consumed in great quantities in 
wealthy countries, but is grown primarily in poor 
ones. Next to oil, coffee is the most valuable 
commodity in international trade; it provides many 



WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY? 

Eighteenth-century coffee houses were 
centres of gossip and political intrigue for 
British social elites. 

countries with their largest source of foreign 
exchange. The production, transportation 
and distribution of coffee require continu
ous transactions between people thousands 
of miles away from the coffee drinker. 
Studying such global transactions is an 
important task of SOCiology, since many 
aspects of our lives are now affected by 
worldwide social influences and communi
cations. 

Fourth, the act of sipping a coffee 
presumes a long process of social and 

economic development. Along with other 
familiar items of Western diets - like tea, 
bananas, potatoes and white sugar - coffee 
became widely consumed only from the late 
1800s, though it was fashionable amongst 
the elite before then. Although the drink 
originated in the Middle East, its mass 
consumption dates from the period ofWest
ern expansion some two centuries ago. 
Virtually all the coffee we drink today comes 
from areas such as South America and 
Africa that were colonized by Europeans; it 
is in no sense a 'natural' part of the Western 
diet. The colonial legacy has had an enor
mous impact on the development of the 
global coffee trade. . 

Fifth, coffee is a product that lies at the 
heart of contemporary debates about glob
alization, international fair trade, human 
rights and environmental destruction. As 
coffee has grown in popularity, it has 
become 'branded' and politicized; the deci
sions that consumers make about what kind 
of coffee to drink and where to purchase it 
have become lifestyle choices. People may 
choose to drink only organic coffee, 
decaffeinated coffee or coffee that has been 
'fairly traded' through schemes that pay the 
full market price to small producers in 
developing countries. They may opt to 
patronize 'independent' coffee houses, 
rather than 'corporate' coffee chains such as 
Starbucks. Coffee-drinkers might decide to 
boycott coffee from countries with poor 
human rights and environmental records. 
Sociologists are interested to understand 
how globalization heightens people's 
awareness of issues occurring in distant 
corners of the planet and prompts them to 
act on new knowledge in their own lives. For 
sociologists, the apparently trivial act of 
drinking coffee could hardly be more inter
esting. 

Studying people and society 

Adopting a sociological imagination allows 
us to see that many events which appear to 
concern only the individual actually reflect 



larger issues. Divorce, for instance, may be a 
very difficult process for someone who 
goes through it - what Mills calls a 'personal 
trouble'. But divorce is also a significant 
'public issue' in many societies across the 
world. In Britain, over a .third of all 
marriages end in divorce within ten years. 
Unemployment, to take another example, 
may be a personal tragedy for anyone who 
loses their job and is unable to find another. 
Yet it goes far beyond a matter of private 
despair when millions of people in a society 
are in the same situation: it is a public issue 
expressing large social trends. 

Try to apply a sociological imagination to 
your own life. It is not necessary to think only 
of troubling events. Consider, for instance, 
why you are turning the pages ofthis book at 
all - why did you decide to study sociology? 
You could be a reluctant sociology student, 
taking the course only to fulfil the degree 
requirement for a future career. Oryou might 
just be enthusiastic to find out more about 
your society and the subject of sociology. 
Whatever your motivation, you are likely to 
have a good deal in common, without neces
sarily knowing it, with others who also study 
sociology. Your private decision reflects your 
position within the wider society. 

Do the following characteristics apply to 
you? Are you young? White? From a profes
sional or white-collar background? Have 
you done, or do you still do, some part-time 
work to boost your income? Do you want to 
find a good job when you finish your educa
tion, but are not especially dedicated to 
studying? Do you not really know what soci
ology is, but think it has something to do 
with how people behave in groups? More 
than three-quarters of you will answer 'yes' 
to all these questions. University students 
are not typical of the population as a 
whole, but tend to be drawn from more 
privileged social backgrounds. And their 
attitudes usually reflect those held by 
friends and acquaintances. The social back
grounds from which we come have a great 
deal to do with what kinds of decision we 
think appropriate. 
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Did some or none of the characteristics 
above apply to you? You might come from a 
minority-group background or from one of 
poverty. You may be someone in mid-life or 
older. All the same, further conclusions 
probably follow. You are likely to have had to 
struggle to get where you are; you might 
have had to overcome hostile reactions 
from friends and others when you told them 
you were intending to go to college; or you 
might be combining higher education with 
fuU -time parenthood. 

Although we are all influenced by the 
social contexts in which we find ourselves, 
none of us is completely determined in our 
behaviour by those contexts. We possess, 
and create, our own individuality. It is the 
business of sociology to investigate the 
connections between what society makes of 
us and what we make of ourselves and soci
ety. Our activities both structure - give 
shape to - the social world around us and, at 
the same time, are structured by that social 
world. The concept of social structure is an 
important one in sociology. It refers to the 
fact that the social contexts of our lives do 
not consist of random assortments of events 
or actions; they are structured, or patterned, 
in distinct ways. There are regularities in the 
ways we behave and in the relationships we 
have with one another. 

But social structure is not like a physical 
structure, such as a building, which exists 
independently of human actions. Human 
societies are always in the process of 
structuration. They are reconstructed at 
every moment by the very 'building blocks' 
that compose it - human beings like you 
and me. Consider again the case of coffee. 
A cup of coffee does not automatically 
arrive in your hands. You choose to go to a 
particular coffee shop and you choose 
whether to drink a latte or an espresso. As 
you make these decisions, along with 
millions of other people, you shape the 
market for coffee and affect the lives of 
coffee producers living perhaps thousands 
of miles away on the other side of the 
world. 
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The development of 
sociological thinking 

When they first start studying sociology, 
many students are puzzled by the diversity 
of approaches they encounter. Sociology 
has never been a discipline in which there is 
a body of ideas that everyone accepts as 
valid, though there have been times when 
some theories have been more Widely 
accepted than others. Sociologists often 
quarrel amongst themselves about how to 
study human behaviour and how research 
results should best be interpreted. Why 
should this be so? Why can sociologists not 
agree with one another more consistently, 
as natural scientists seem able to do? The 
answer is bound up with the very nature of 
our subject-matter. Sociology is about our 

own lives and our own behaviour and study
ing ourselves is the most complex and 
difficult endeavour we can undertake. 

Theories and the oretical 
perspectives 

Trying to understand something as complex 
as the impact of industrialization on soci 
eties, for example, raises the importance of 
theory to sociology. Factual research shows 
how things occur; but sociology does not 
just consist of collecting facts, however 
important and interesting they may be. For 
example, it is a fact that I bought a cup of 
coffee this morning, that it cost a certain 
amount of money and that the coffee beans 
used to make it were grown in Central Amer
ica. But in sociology we also want to know 

In this painting by Brueghel, there are a large number of people engaged in a range of often 
bizarre activities. The painting at first seems to make little sense. However, its title, 
Netherlandish Proverbs, helps explain its meaning this picture shows more than 100 proverbs 
that were common when it was painted in the sixteenth century In the same way, sociologists 
need theory as a context to help make sense of their observations . 
........ .... .... .. ........................ .. ......... ........... ... ........... ..... .... ... ... ... ......... ....... ..... .. ..... ...... 



why things happen, and in order to do so we 
have to learn to construct explanatory theo
ries. For instance, we know that industrial
ization has had a major influence on the 
emergence of modern societies, but what 
are the origins of and preconditions for 
industrialization? Why do we find differ
ences between societies in their industrial
ization processes? Why is industrialization 
associated with changes in forms of 
criminal punishment or in family structures 
and marriage systems'? To answer such 
questions, we have to develop theoretical 
thinking. 

Theories involve constructing abstract 
interpretations that can be used to explain a 
wide variety of empirical or 'factual' situa
tions. A theory about industrialization, for 
example, would be concerned with identify
ing the main features that processes of 
industrial development share in common 
and would try to show which of these are of 
importance in explaining industrial devel
opment. Of course, factual research and 
theories can never be completely separated. 
We can only develop valid theoretical expla
nations if we are able to test them by means 
of factual research. 

We need theories to help us make sense of 
the many facts that we find. Contrary to 
popular assertion, facts do not speak for 
themselves. Many sociologists do work 
primarily on factual research, but unless 
they are guided by some knowledge of 
theory, their work is unlikely to be able to 
explain the complexity of societies. This is 
true even of research carried out with 
strictly practical objectives in mind. 

Many 'practical people' tend to be suspi
cious of theorists and may like to see them
selves as too 'down to earth' to have to pay 
any attention to more abstract ideas. Yet all 
practical decisions have some theoretical 
assumptions lying behind them. The 
manager of a business, for example, might 
have scant regard for 'theory'. Nonetheless, 
every approach to business activity involves 
theoretical assumptions, even if these 
remain un stated. Thus, the manager might 
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assume that employees are motivated to 
work hard mainly by money - the level of 
wages they receive. This is an underlying 
theoretical interpretation of human behav
iour, though it is also a mistaken one, as 
research in industrial sociology tends to 
demonstrate. 

Without a theoretical approach, we 
would not know what to look for when 
beginning a study or when interpreting our 
results at the end of the research. However, 
the illumination of factual evidence is not 
the only reason for the prime position of 
theory in sociology. Theoretical thinking 
must respond to general problems posed by 
the sljldy of human social life, including 
issues that are philosophical in nature. 
Deciding the extent to which sociology 
should be modelled on the natural sciences 
and how we should best conceptualize 
human consciousness, action and institu
tions are problems that do not have easy 
solutions. They have been handled in differ
ent ways in the various theoretical 
approaches that have developed within the 
discipline. This chapter will introduce soci 
ology's founders and describe the way they 
theorized about modern societies; chapter 
3, 'Theories and Perspectives in Sociology', 
provides a more up-ta-date overview of the 
development of sociological theorizing over 
the course of the twentieth and into the 
twenty-first century. 

Founders of sociology 

We human beings have always been curious 
about the sources of our own behaviour, but 
for thousands of years our attempts to 
understand ourselves relied on ways of 
thinking passed down from generation to 
generation, often expressed in religious 
terms. For example, before the rise of 
modern science, many people believed that 
gods or spirits were the cause of natural 
events such as earthquakes and other natu
ral disasters. Although writers from earlier 
periods provided insights into human 
behaviour, the systematic study of society is 
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Auguste Comte (1 798-1857). 

a relatively recent development, whose 
beginnings date back to the late 1700s and 
early 1800s. The background to the origins 
of sociology lies in the series of sweeping 
changes ushered in by the French Revolu
tion and the mid -eighteenth-century 
Industrial Revolution in Europe. The shat
tering of traditional ways of life wrought by 
these changes resulted in the attempts of 
thinkers to understand and explain how 
they had come about and what their conse
quences were likely to be. To do this, schol
ars were led to develop new understandings 
of both the social and the natural worlds. 

One key development was the use of 
science instead of religion to understand 
the world . The type of questions that 
nineteenth-century thinkers sought to 
answer - What is human nature? Why is 

society structured the way it is? How and 
why do societies change? - are much the 
same as those that sociologists try to answer 
today. However, our modern world is radi
cally different from that of the past and it is 
sociology's task to help us understand this 
world and what the future is likely to hold. 

Auguste Comte 

No single individual can found a whole field 
of study and there were many contributors 
to early sociological thinking. However, 
particular prominence is usually given to 
the French author Auguste Comte 
(1798-1857), if only because he actually 
invented the word 's,Ociology'. Comte had 
originally used the term 'social physics' to 
describe the new field, but some of his intel
lectual rivals at the time were also using that 
term. Comte wanted to distinguish his own 
ideas from theirs, so he coined the term 
'sociology' to describe the subject he wished 
to establish. 

Comte's thinking reflected the turbulent 
events of his age. The French Revolution of 
1789 had Significantly changed French soci
ety, while the spread of industrialization 
was altering the traditional lives of the 
population. Comte sought to create a 
science of society that could explain the 
laws of the social world just as natural 
science explained the functioning of the 
physical world. Although Comte recognized 
that each scientific discipline has its own 
subject-matter, he argued that studying the 
latter could be done using the same 
common logic and scientific method aimed 
at revealing universal laws. Just as the 
discovery of laws in the natural world allows 
us to control and predict events around us, 
so uncovering the laws that govern human 
society could help us shape our destiny and 
improve the welfare of humanity. Comte 
argued that society conforms to invariable 
laws in much the same way that the physical 
world does. 

Comte's vision for sociology was for it to 
become a 'positive science'. He wanted soci
ology to apply the same rigorous scientific 



methods to the study of society that physi
cists and chemists use to study the physical 
world. Positivism holds that science should 
be concerned only with observable entities 
that are known directly to experience. On 
the basis of careful observations, one can 
infer laws that explain the relationship 
between the observed phenomena. By 
understanding the causal relationships 
between events, scientists can then predict 
how future events will occur. A positivist 
approach to sociology aims for the produc
tion of knowledge about society based on 
empirical evidence drawn from observa
tion, comparison and experimentation. 

Comte's law of three stages claims that 
human efforts to understand the world have 
passed through theological, metaphysical 
and positive stages. In the theological stage, 
thinking was guided by religious ideas and 
the belief that society was an expression of 
God's will. In the metaphysical stage, which 
came to the forefront around the time of the 
Renaissance, society came to be seen in 
natural, not supernatural, terms. The posi 
tive stage, ushered in by the discoveries and 
achievements of Copernicus, Galileo and 
Newton, encouraged the application of 
scientific techniques to the social world. In 
keeping with this view, Comte regarded 
sociology as the last science to develop -
following on from physics, chemistry and 
biology - but also as the most significant 
and complex of all the sciences. 

In the latter part of his career, Comte drew 
up ambitious plans for the reconstruction of 
French society in particular and for human 
societies in general, based on his sociologi
cal viewpoint. He urged the establishment 
of a 'religion of humanity' that would aban
don faith and dogma in favour of a scientific 
grounding. Sociology would be at the heart 
of the new religion. Comte was keenly aware 
of the state of the society in which he lived; 
he was concerned with the inequalities 
being produced by industrialization and the 
threat they posed to social cohesion. The 
long-term solution, in his view, was the 
production of a new moral consensus that 
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would help to regulate, or hold together, 
society, despite the new patterns of in equal 
ity. Although Comte's vision for the recon
struction of society was never realized. his 
contribution to systematizing and unifying 
the science of society was important to the 
later professionalization of sociology as an 
academic discipline. 

Emile Durkheim 

The writings of another French sociologist, 
Emile Durkheim (1858- 1917), have had a 
more lasting impact on modern sociology 
than those of Comte. Although Durkheim 
drew on aspects of Comte's work, he 
thoug!).t that many of his predecessor's 
ideas were too speculative and vague and 
that Comte had not successfully carried out 
his programme - to establish sociology on a 

Emile Durkheim (1858-1917). 
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scientific basis. Durkheim saw sociology as 
a new science that could be used to eluci
date traditional philosophical questions by 
examining them in an empirical manner. 
Like Comte before him, Durkheim argued 
that we must study social life with the same 
objectivity as scientists study the natural 
world. His famous first principle of sociol
ogywas 'Study social facts as things! ' By this, 
he meant that social life could be analysed 
as rigorously as objects or events in nature. 

Durkheim's writings spanned a broad 
spectrum of topics. Three of the main 
themes he addressed were the impo rtance 
of sociology as an empirical science, the rise 
ofthe individual and the formation of a new 
social order, and the sources and character 
of moral authority in society. We wi ll 
encounter Durkheim's ideas again in OUI 

discussions of sociological theories, reli
gion, deviance and crime, and work and 
economic life. 

For Durkheim, the main intellectual 
concern of sociology is the study of social 
facts. Rather than applying sociological 
methods to the study of individuals, sociol
ogists should instead examine social facts -
aspects of social life th~t shape our actions 
as individuals, such as the state ofthe econ
omy or the influence of religion. Durkheim 
argued that societies have a reality of their 
own - that there is more to society than 
simply the actions and interests of its indi
vidual members. According to Durkheim, 
social facts are ways of acting, thinking or 
feeling that are external to individuals and 
have their own reality outside the lives and 
perceptions of individual people. Another 
attribute of social facts is that they exercise 
a coercive power over individuals. The 
constraining nature of social facts is often 
not recognized by people as coercive. This is 
because people generally comply with 
social facts freely, believing they are acting 
out of choice. In fact, Durkheim argues, 
people often simply follow patterns that are 
general to their society. Social facts can 
constrain human action in a variety of ways. 
ranging from outright punishment (in the 

case of a crime, for example) to social rejec
tion (in the case of unacceptable behaviour) 
to simple misunderstanding (in the case of 
the misuse of language) . 

Durkheim conceded that social facts are 
difficult to study. Because they are invisible 
and intangible, social facts cannot be 
observed directly. Instead, their properties 
must be revealed indirectly by analysing 
their effects or by considering attempts that 
have been made at their expression, such as 
laws, religious texts or written rules of 
conduct. In studying social facts, Durkheim 
stressed the importance of abandoning 
prejudices and ideology. A scientific attitude 
demands a mind which is open to the 
evidence of the senses and free of precon
ceived ideas which come from outside. 
Durkheim held that scientific concepts 
could only be generated through scientific 
practice. He challenged sociologists to 
study things as they really are and to 
construct new concepts that reflect the true 
nature of social things. 

Like the other founders of sociology, 
Durkheim was preoccupied with the 
changes transforming society in his own 
lifetime. He was particularly interested in 
social and moral solidarity - in other words, 
what holds society together and keeps it 
from descending into chaos. Solidarity is 
maintained when individuals are success
fully integrated into social groups and are 
regulated by a set of shared values and 
customs. In his first major work, The Divi
sion of Labour in Society, Durkheim 
presented an analysis of social change that 
argued that the advent of the industrial era 
meant the emergence of a new type of soli
darity (Durkheim 1984 [18931). In making 
this argument, Durkheim contrasted two 
types of solidarity, mechanical and organic, 
and related them to the division 01 labour 
the growth of distinctions berween different 
occupations. 

According to Durkheim, traditional 
cultures with a low division of labour are 
characterized by mechanical solidarity. 
Because most members of the society are 
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involved in similar occupations, they are 
bound together by common experience and 
shared beliefs. The strength of these shared 
beliefs is repressive - the community swiftly 
punishes anyone who challenges conven
tional ways oflife. In this way, there is little 
room for individual dissent. Mechanical 
solidarity, therefore, is grounded in consen
sus and similarity of belief. The forces 
of industrialization and urbanization, 
however, led to a growing division of labour 
that contributed to the breakdown of this 
form of solidarity. Durkheim argued that the 
specialization of tasks and the increasing 
social differentiation in advanced societies 
would lead to a new order featuring organic 
solidarity. Societies characterized by 
organic solidarity are held together by 
people's economic interdependence and 
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their recognition of the importance of 
others' contributions. As the division of 
labour expands, people become increas
ingly dependent upon one another, because 
each person needs goods and services that 
those in other occupations supply. Relation
ships of economic reciprocity and mutual 
dependency come to replace shared beliefs 
in creating social consensus. 

Yet, processes of change in the modern 
world are so rapid and intense that they give 
rise to major social difficulties. They can 
have disruptive effects on traditional 
lifestyles, morals, religious beliefs and 
everyday patterns without providing clear 
new values. Durkheim linked these unset
tling conditions to anomie : feelings of 
aimlessness, dread and despair provoked by 
modern social life. Traditional moral 
controls and standards, which used to be 
supplied by religion, are largely broken 
down by modern social development, and 
this leaves many individuals in modern 
societies feeling that their daily lives lack 
meaning. 

One of Durkheinis most famous studies 
was concerned with the analysis of suicide 
(see Classic Studies 1.1 below). Suicide 
seems to be a purely personal act, the 
outcome of extreme personal unhappiness. 
Durkheim showed, however, that social 
factors exert a fundamental influence on 
suicidal behaviour, anomie being one of 
these influences. Suicide rates show regular 
patterns from year to year and these 
patterns must be explained sociologically. 

KarlMarx 

The ideas of Karl Marx (1818- 83) contrast 
sharply with those of both Comte and 
Durkheim, but, like them, he sought to 
explain the changes that were taking place 
in society during the time of the Industrial 
Revolution. As a young man, Marx's political 
activities brought him into conflict with the 
German authorities: after a brief stay in 
France, he settled permanently in exile in 
Britain. Marx witnessed the growth offacto
ries and industrial production, as well as the 
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Classic Studies 1.1 Durkheim's study of suicide rates 

The research problem 
One of the most unsettling aspects of our lives is 
the phenomenon of suicide. which often leaves 
those left behind with more questions than 
answers. Why do some people decide to take 
their own lives? Where do the pressures they 
experience actually come from? One of the early 
sociological classics which explores the 
relationship between the individual and society 
is Emile Durkheim's analysis of suicide rates, 
Suicide: A Study in Sociology (Durkheim 1952 
[1897]). Even though people see themselves as 
individuals exercising free will and choice. their 
behaviours are often socially patterned and 
shaped and Durkheim's study showed that even 
a highly personal act like suicide is influenced 
by what happens in the social world. 

Research had been conducted on suicide 
prior to Durkheim's stud" but he was the first to 
insist on a sociological explanation. Previous 
writers had acknowledged the influence of some 
social factors on suicide, but generally resorted 
to race, climate or mental disorder to explain an 
individual's likelihood of committing suicide. 
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Figure 1.1 Global suicide rates, 2002 
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According to Durkheim, though, suicide was a 
social fact that could orily be explained by 
other social facts. The suicide rate was more 
than simply the aggregate of individual suicides 
- it was a phenomenon with patterned 
properties. Suicide rates, for example, vary 
widely across the world's societies (see figure 
l.l). 

In examining official suicide statistics in 
France, Durkheim found that certain categories 
of people were more likely to commit suicide 
than others. He discovered, for example, that 
there were more suicides amongst men than 
amongst women, more Protestants than 
Catholics, more wealthy than poor, and more 
single people than married people. Durkheim 
also noted that suicide rates tended to be lower 
during times of war and higher during times of 
economic change or instability. Why should this 
be so? 

Durkheim's explanation 
These findings led Durkheim to conclude that 
there are social forces external to the individual 
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which affect suicide rates. He related his 
explanation to the idea of social solidarity and to 
two types of bonds within society - social 
integration and social regulation. Durkheim 
argued that people who were strongly integrated 
into social groups, and whose desires and 
aspirations were regulated by social norms, 
were less likely to commit suicide. He identified 
four types of suicide, in accordance with the 
relative presence or absence of integration and 
regulation. 

1. EgoJSiic suicides are marked by low 
integration in society and occur when an 
individual is isolated, or when his or her ties 
to a group are weakened or broken. For 
example, the low rates of suicide amongst 
Catholics could be explained by their strong 
social community while the personal and 
moral freedom of Protestants mean that they 
'stand alone' before God. Marriage protects 
against suicide by integrating the individual 
into a stable social relationship, while single 
people remain more isolated within society 
The lower suicide rate during wartime, 
according to Durkheim, can be seen as a sign 
of heightened social integration in the face of 
an external enemy: 

2. Anomic sUlcide is caused by a lack of social 
regulation. By this. Durkheim was referring to 
the social conditions of anomie when people 
are rendered 'norrnless' as a result of rapid 
change or instability in society The loss of a 
fixed point of reference for norms and desires 
- such as in times of economic upheaval or in 
personal struggles like divorce - can upset 
the balance between people's circumstances 
and their desires. 

3. Aitruisb'c suicide occurs when an individual is 
'over-integrated' - social bonds are too strong 
- and values society more than him- or 
herself In such a case, suicide becomes a 
sacrifice for the' greater good' . Japanese 
kamikaze pilots or Islamic 'suicide bombers' 
are examples of altruistic suicides. Durkheim 
saw these as characteristic of traditional 
societies where mechanical solidarity prevails. 

What is Sociology? 

4. The final type of suicide is fataiJstic suicide. 
Although Durkheim saw this as of little 
contemporary relevance, he believed that it 
results when an individual is over-regulated 
by society: The oppression of the individual 
results in a feeling of powerlessness before 
fate or society: 

Suicide rates vary between societies but show 
regular patterns within societies over time. 
Durkheim took this as evidence that there are 
consistent social forces that influence suicide 
rates, An examination of suicide rates reveals 
how general social patterns can be detected 
within individual actions. 

Critical points 
Since the publication of Suicide, many objections 
have been raised to Durkheim's study: 
particularly in relation to his uncritical use of 
official statistics, his dismissal of non-social 
influences on suicide and his insistence in 
classifying all types of suicide together. Some 
critics have also shown that it is vitally important 
to understand the social process involved in 
collecting data on suicides, as coroners' 
definitions and criteria influence the number of 
deaths actually recorded as 'suicides' . Because 
of this, suicide statistics may be highly variable 
across societies, not necessarily because of 
differences in suicidal behaviour, but because of 
different practices used by coroners in recording 
unexplained deaths. 

Contemporary significance 
Nonetheless, despite such legitimate criticisms, 
Durkheim's study remains a classic. It helped to 
establish sociology as a discipline with its own 
subject - the study of social facts - and his 
fimdamental argument in his book on suicide 
retains its force: that to grasp fully even the 
apparently most personal act of suicide 
demands a sociological explanation rather than 
simply one rooted in the exploration of personal 
motivation. 
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resulting inequalities. His interest in the 
European labour movement and socialist 
ideas were reflected in his writings, which 
covered a diversity of topics. Most of his 
work concentrated on economic issues, but 
since he was always concerned to cmillect 
economic problems to social institutions, 
his work was, and remains. rich in sociolog
ical insights. Even his sternest critics regard 
his workas important in the development of 
sociology. 

Capitalism and class struggle 

Though he wrote about various phases of 
history, Marx concentrated primarily on 
change in modern times. For him, the most 
important changes were bound up with the 
development of capitalism. Capitalism is a 
system of production that contrasts radi
cally with all previous economic systems, 
involving as it does the production of goods 
and services sold to a wide range of 
consumers. Marx identified two main 
elements within capitalist enterprises. The 
first is capital - any asset, including money, 
machines or even factories, that can be used 
or invested to make future assets. The accu
mulation of capital goes hand in hand with 
the second element, wage-labour. Wage
labour refers to the pool of workers who do 
not own the means of their livelihood but 
who must find employment provided by the 
owners of capital. Marx argued that those 
who own capital - capitalists - form a ruling 
class, while the mass of the population 
make up a class of waged workers - a work
ing class. As industrialization spread, large 
numbers of peasants who used to support 
themselves by working the land moved to 
the expanding cities and helped to form 
an urban-based industrial working class. 
This working class is also referred to as the 
proletariat. 

According to Marx, capitalism is inher
ently a class system in which class relations 
are characterized by conflict. Although 
owners of capital and workers are each 
dependent on the other - the capitalists 
need labour and the workers need wages -

the dependency is highly unbalanced. The 
relationship between classes is an exploita
tive one, since workers have little or no 
control over their labour and employers are 
able to generate profit by appropriating the 
product of workers' labour. Marx saw that 
class conflict over economic resources 
would become more acute with the passing 
of time. 

Social change: the materialist conception 
of history 

Marx's viewpoint was grounded in what he 
called the materialist conception of 
history. According to this view, it is not the 
ideas or values which human beings hold 
that are the main sources of social change; 
rather, social change is prompted primarily 
by economic influences. Conflicts between 
classes provide the motivation for historical 
development - they are the 'motor of 
history'. As Marx wrote at the beginning of 
The Communist Manifesto, 'The history 
of all hitherto existing society is the 
history of class struggles' (Marx and Engels 
2001 [1848J). Although Marx focused most 
of his attention on capitalism and modern 
society, he also examined how societies had 
developed over the course of history. 
According to him, social systems make a 
transition from one mode of production to 
another - sometimes gradually, sometimes 
through revolution - as a result of contra
dictions in their economies. He outlined a 
progression of historical stages that began 
with primitive communist societies of 
hunters and gatherers and passed through 
ancient slave-owning systems and feudal 
systems based on the division between 
landowners and serfs. The emergence of 
merchants and craftspeople marked the 
beginning of a commercial or capitalist 
class that came to displace the landed 
nobility. In accordance with this view of 
history, Marx argued that, just as the capi 
talists had united to overthrow the feudal 
order, so too would the capitalists be 
supplanted and a new order installed: 
communism. 



Marx theorized the inevitability of a work
ers' revolution which would overthrow the 
capitalist system and usher in a new society 
in which there would be no classes - no 
large-scale divisions between rich and poor. 
He did not mean that all inequalities 
between individuals would disappear. 
Rather, society would no longer be split into 
a small class that monopolizes economic 
and political power and the large mass of 
people who benefit little from the wealth 
their work creates. The economic system 
would come under communal o\lVl1ership, 
and a more humane society than we know at 
present would be established. Marx argued 
that, in the society ofthe future, production 
would be more advanced and efficient than 
production under capitalism. 

Marx's work had a far-reaching effect on 
the twentieth-century world. Until only a 
generation ago, more than a third of the 
earth's population lived in societies, such as 
the Soviet Union and the countries of East
ern Europe, whose governments claimed to 
derive their inspiration from Marx's ideas. 

MaxWeber 

Like Marx, Max Weber (pronounced 
'veybur') (1864- 1920) cannot simply be 
labelled a sociologist; his interests and 
concerns ranged across many areas. Born in 
Germany, where he spent most of his 
academic career, Weber was an individual of 
wide learning. His writings covered the 
fields of economics, law, philosophy and 
comparative history, as well as sociology. 
Much of his work was also concerned with 
the development of modern capitalism and 
the ways in which modern society was 
different from earlier forms of social organ
ization. Through a series of empirical 
studies, Weber set forth some of the basic 
characteristics of modern industrial soci
eties and identified key sociological debates 
that remain central for sociologists today. 

In common with other thinkers of his 
time, Weber sought to understand the 
nature and causes of social change. He was 
influenced by Marx but was also strongly 
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critical of some of Marx's major views. He 
rej ected the materialist concep tion of 
history and saw class conflict as less signifi
cant than did Marx. In Weber's vi ew, 
economic factors are important, but ideas 
and values have just as much impact on 
social change. Weber's celebrated and much 
discussed work, The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism (1992 [1904- 5[ ), 
proposes that religious values - especially 
those associated with Puritanism - were of 
fundamental importance in creating a 
capitalistic outlook. Unlike other early 
sociological thinkers, Weber argu ed that 
sociology should focus on social action, 
not so~ial structures. He argued that human 

Max Weber (1864-1920). 
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motivation and ideas were the forces 
behind change - ideas, values and beliefs 
had the power to bring about transforma
tions. According to Weber, individuals have 
the abili ty to act freely and to shape the 
future. He did not see, as did Durkheim and 
Marx, that structures existed external to or 
independent of individuals. Rather, struc
tures in society were formed by a complex 
interplay of actions. It was the job of sociol
ogy to understand the meanings behind 
those actions. 

Some of Weber's most influential writ
ings reflected this conce rn with social 
action in analysing the distinctiveness of 
Western society as compared with other 
major civilizations. He studied the religions 
of China, India and the Near East, and in 
the course of these researches made major 
contributions to the sociology of religion. 
Comparing the leading religious systems in 
China and India with those of the West, 
Weber concluded that certain aspects of 
Christian beliefs strongly influenced the 
rise of capitalism. He argued that the capi
talist outlook of Western societies did not 
emerge, as Marx supposed, only from 
economic changes. In Weber's view, 
cultural ideas and values help shape soci
ety and our individual actions. 

An important element in Weber's socio
logical perspective was the idea ofthe ideal 
type. Ideal types are conceptual or analyti
cal models that can be used to understand 
the world. In the real world, ideal types 
rarely, if ever, exist - often only some oftheir 
attributes wiU be present. These hypotheti
cal constructions can be very useful, 
however, as any si tuation in the real world 
can be understood by comparing it to an 
ideal type. In this way, ideal types serve as a 
fixed point of reference. It is important to 
point out that by 'ideal' type Weber did not 
mean that the conception was a perfect or 
desirable goal. Instead, he meant that it was 
a 'pure' form of a certain phenomenon. 
Weber utilized ideal types in his writings on 
forms of bureaucracy and economic 
markets. 

Rationalization 

In Weber's view, the emergence of modern 
society was accompanied by important 
shifts in patterns of social action. He saw that 
people were moving away from traditional 
beliefs grounded in superstition, religion, 
custom and long-standing habit. Instead, 
individuals were increasingly engaging in 
rational, instrumental calculations that took 
into accou nt efficiency and the future conse
quences of their actions. In industrial soci
ety, there was little room for sentiment and 
for doing things simply because they had 
been done that way for generations. The 
development of science, modern technology 
and bureaucracy was described by Weber 
collectively as rationalization - the organiza
tion of social and economic life according to 
the principles of efficiency and on the basis 
of technical knowl edge. If, in trad itional 
societ ies, reli gion and long-standing 
customs largely defined people's attitudes 
and values, modern society was marked by 
the rationalization of more and more areas of 
life, from politics to religion to economic 
activity. 

In Weber's view, the Industrial Revolution 
and the rise of capitalism were evidence of 
the larger trend towards rationalization. 
Capitalism is not dominated by class con
flict, as Marx argued, but by the rise of 
science a nd bureaucracy: large-sca le 
organ izations. Weber saw the scientific 
character of the West as one of its most 
distinctive features. Bureaucracy, the only 
way of organizing large numbers of people 
effectively, expands with economic and 
political growth. Weber used the term 
'disenchantment' to describe the way in 
which scientific thinking in the modern 
world had swept away the forces of senti
mentality from the past. 

Weber was not entirely optimistic about 
the outcome of rationalization, however. 
He was fearful that the spread of modern 
bureaucracy to all areas of life would 
imprison us in a 'steel-hard cage' from 
which there would be little chance of 



1.1 Neglected founders of sociology? 

Although Comte. Durkheim. Marx and Weber 
are. without doubt. foundational figures in 
socIology. there were some in the same period 
and others from earlier times whose 
contributions should also be taken into 
account. Sociology. like many academic fields. 
has not always lived up to its ideal of 
acknowledging the importance of every 
thinker whose work has intrinsic merit. Very 
few women or members of racial minorities 
were given the opportunity to become 
professional sociologists during the 'classical' 
period of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. In addition, the few who 
were given the opportunity to do sociological 
research oflasting importance have frequently 
been neglected. Important scholars like 
Harriet Martineau and the Muslim scholar Ibn 
Khaldun have attracted the attention of 
sociologists in recent years. 

Harriet Martineau (1802- 76) 

Harriet Martineau (1802-76) . 

What is Sociology' 

Haniet Martineau has been called the 'first woman 
sociologist ', but, like Marx and Weber, cannot be 
thought of simply as a sociologist. She was born 
and educated in England and was the author of 
more than 50 books, as well as numerous essays. 
Martineau is now credited with introducing 
sociology to Britain through her translation of 
Comte's founding treatise of the field, Positive 
Philosophy (see Rossi 1973). In addition, Martineau 
conducted a first-hand, systematic study of 
American society during her extensive travels 
throughout the United States in the 1830s, which is 
the subject of her book Society in Amenca 
(Martineau 1962 [1837]). Martineau is significant to 
sociologists today for several reasons. 

First, she argued that when one studies a society 
one must focus on all its aspects, including key 
political, religious and social institutions. Second, 
she insisted that an analysis of a society must 
include an understanding of women's lives. Third. 
she was the first to turn a sociological eye on 
previously ignored issues, including marriage, 
children, domestic and religious life, and race 
relations. AB she once wrote: 'The nursery, the 
boudoir, and the kitchen are all excellent schools in 
which to learn the morals and manners of a people' 
(1962 [1837]) . Finally she argued that sociologists 
should do more than just observe; they should also 
act in ways to benefit a society. AB a result , 
Martineau was an active proponent of both 
women's rights and the emancipation of slaves. 

Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) 
The Muslim scholar Ibn Khaldun was born in what 
is today Thnisia and is famous for his historical, 
sociological and political economic studies. Ibn 
Khaldun wrote many books, the most widely known 
of which is a six-volume work, the Muqadchmah 
(,Introduction') , completed in 1378. This is viewed 
by some scholaTs today as essentially an early 
foundational work of sociology (see Alatas 2006). 
The Muqadchmah criticized existing historical 
approaches and methods as dealing only with 
description, claiming instead the discovery of a 
new 'science of social organization' or 'science of 
society', capable of getting at the underlying 
meaning of events. 
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Ibn Khaldun devised a theory of social conflict 
based on understanding the central characteristics 
of the 'nomadic' and 'sedentary' societies of his 
time. Central to this theory was the concept of 
'group feeling' or solidarity (asabiyyah). Groups 
and societies with a strong group feeling were alole 
to dominate and control those with weaker forms of 
internal solidarity Ibn Khaldun developed these 
ideas in an attempt to explain the rise and decline 
of Maghribian and Arab states, and in this sense he 
may be seen as studying the process of state
formation - itself a main concern of modern, 
Western historical sociology Nomadic Bedouin 
tribes tended towards a very strong group feeling, 
which enabled them to overrun and dominate the 
weaker sedentary town-dwellers and estalolish new 
dynasties. However, the Bedouin then became 
settled into more urbanized lifestyles and their 
previously strong group feeling and military force 
diminished, thus leaving them open to attack from 
external enemies once again. This completed a 
long cycle in the rise and decline of states. 
Although Western historians and sociologists of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
referred to Ibn Khaldun's work, only in very recent 
years have they again come to be seen as 
potentially significant. Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406). 

escape. Bureaucratic domination, although 
based on rational principles, could crush 
the human spirit by attempting to regulate 
all spheres of social life. He was particularly 
troubled by the potentially suffocating and 
dehumanizing effects of bureaucracy and 
its implications for the fate of democracy. 
The seemingly progressive agenda of the 
eighteenth-century Age of Enlightenment, 
of scientific progress, increasing wealth and 
happiness produced by rejecting traditional 
customs and superstitions, also had a dark 
side with new dangers. 

Modern theoretical approaches 

The early sociologists were united in their 
desire to make sense of the changing soci-

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What factors might account for the 
neglect of Harriet Martineau's 

sociological work on marriage, 
children and the domestic life of 

women in the nineteenth century? Why 
do you think Ibn Khaldun's fourteenth

century ideas are finding a new 
audience at the start of the twenty-first 

century? 

eties in which they lived. They wanted to do 
more than simply depict and interpret the 
momentous events of their time, however. 
They all looked to develop ways of studying 
the social world that could explain how 
societies functioned and what were the 



causes of social change. Yet, as we have seen, 
Durkheim, Marx and Weber employed very 
different approaches in their studies. For 
example, where Durkheim and Marx 
focused on the strength of forces external to 
the individual, Weber took as his point of 
departure the ability of individuals to act 
creatively on the outside world. Wbere Marx 
pointed to the predominance of economic 
issues, Weber considered a much _ wider 
range of factors to be Significant. Such 
differences in approach have persisted 
throughout the history of sociology. Even 
when sociologists agree on the subject of 
analysis, they often undertake that analysis 
from different theoretical positions. 

The three recent theoretical approaches 
examined below - functionalism, the confl
ict approach and symbolic interactionism -
have connections with Durkheim, Marx and 
Weber respectively. Throughout this book, 
you will encounter arguments and ideas 
that draw upon and illustrate these theoret
ical approaches. 

In chapter 3, 'Theories and Perspectives 
in Sociology', we return to the major 
theoretical approaches in more de tail and 
examine the development of sociological 
theory during the twentieth century. 

Functionalism 
Functionalism holds that society is a 
complex system whose various parts work 
together to produce stability and solidarity. 
According to this approach, the discipline of 
sociology should investigate the relation
ship of parts of society to each other and to 
society as a whole. We can analyse the reli
gious beliefs and customs of a society, for 
example, by showing how they relate to 
other institutions within it, for the different 
parts of a society develop in close relation to 
one another. 

To study the function of a social practice 
or institution is to analyse the contribution 
which that practice, or institution, makes to 
the continuation of society. Functionalists, 
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including Comte and Durkheim, have often 
used an organic analogy to compare the 
operation of society to that of a living organ
ism. They argue that the parts of society 
work together, just as the various parts of 
the human body do, for the benefit of soci
ety as a whole. To study a bodily organ like 
the heart, we need to show how it relates to 
other parts of the body. By pumping blood 
around the body, the heart plays a vital role 
in the continuation of the life of the organ
ism. Similarly, analysing the function of a 
social item means showing the part it plays 
in the continued existence and health of a 
society. 

Functionalism emphasizes the impor
tance of moral consensus, in maintaining 
order and stability in society. Moral consen
sus exists when most people in a society 
share the same values. Functionalists regard 
order and balance as the normal state of 
society - this social equilibrium is grounded 
in the existence of a moral consensus 
among the members of society. For 
instance, Durkheim argued that religion 
reaffirms people's adherence to core social 
values, thereby contributing to the mainte
nance of social cohesion. 

Until the 1960s, functionalist thought was 
probably the leading theoretical tradition in 
sociology, particularly in the United States. 
Taleott Parsons (1902- 79) and Robert K. 
Merton (1910- 2003), who each drew exten
sively on Durkheim, were two of its most 
prominent adherents. Merton's version of 
functionalism has been particularly influen
tial. Merton distinguished between manifest 
and latent functions. Manifest functions are 
those known to, and intended by, the parti
cipants in a specific type of social activity. 
Latent functions are consequences of that 
activity of which participants are unaware. 
To illustrate this distinction, Merton used 
the example of a rain dance performed by 
the Hopi Tribe of Arizona and New Mexico. 
The Hopi believe that the ceremony will 
bring the rain they need for their crops 
(manifest function). This is why they organ
ize and participate in it. But the rain dance, 
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Menon argued, using Durkheim's theory of 
religion, also has the effect of promoting the 
cohesion of the Hopi society (latent func 
tion). A major part of sociological explana
tion, acco rding to Merto n, consists in 
uncovering the latent functions of social 
activities and institutions. 

Merton also distinguished between func
tions and dysfunctions. To look for the 
dysfunctional aspects of social behaviour 
means focusing on features of social life that 
challenge the existing order of things. For 
example, it is mistaken to suppose that 
religion is always fun ctional - that it 
contributes only to social cohesion. When 
two groups support different religions or 
even different versions of the same re ligion, 
the result can be major social confl icts, 
causing widespread social disruption . Thus, 
wars have often been fought between reli
gious communities - as can be seen in the 
struggles between Protestants and 
Catholics in European history. 

In recen t years, the popularity of func
tionalism has begun to wane, as its limita
tions have become apparent. While this was 
not true of Merton, many functionalist 
thinkers (Talcott Parsons is an example) 
unduly stressed factors leading to social 
cohesion at the expense of those producing 
division and conflict. The focus on stability 
and order means that divisions or inequali
ties in society - based on factors such as 
class, race and gender - are minimized. 
There is also less emphasis on the role of 
creative social action within society. Many 
critics have argued that functional analysis 
attributes to societies social qualities that 
they do not have. Functionalists often wrote 
as thou gh societi es have 'needs' and 
'purposes', even though these concepts 
make sense only when applied to individual 
human beings. 

Conflict perspectives 

Like fun ctionalists, sociologists employing 
conflict theories emphasize the impor
tance of structures within society. They also 
advance a comprehensive 'model' to 

explain how society works. However, con
fli ct theorists reject fun ct iona li sm's 
em phasis on consensus. Instead , they 
highlight the importance of divisions in 
society. In doing so, they concentrate on 
issues of power, inequality and struggle. 
They tend to see society as composed of 
distinct groups pursuing the ir own inter
ests. The existence of separate interests 
means that the potential for conflict is 
always present and that certain groups 
will benefit more than others. Conflict 
theorists examine the tensions between 
dominant and di sadvantaged groups 
within society and seek to understand how 
relationships of control are established and 
perpetuated. 

An influential approach within conflict 
theory is Marxism, named after Karl Marx, 
whose work emphasized class conflict. 
Numerous interpretations of Marx's major 
ideas are possible, and there are today 
schools of Marxist thought that take very 
different theoretical positions. In all of its 
versions, Marxism differs from most other 
traditions of sociology in that its authors see 
it as a combination of sociological analysis 
and political reform. Marxism is supposed 
to generate a programme of radical political 
change. 

However, not all conflict theories take a 
Marxist approach. Some conflict theorists 
have also been influenced by Weber. A good 
example is the contemporary German soci
ologist Ralf Dahrendorf (1929-). In his now 
classic work, Class and Class Conflict in 
Industrial Society (1959), Dahrendorf argues 
that functionalist thinkers only consider 
one side of society - those aspects of social 
life where there is harmony and agreement. 
Just as important, or more so, are areas 
marked by conflict and r1ivision. Conflict, 
Dahrendorf says, co mes mainly from differ
ent interests that individuals and groups 
have. Marx saw differences of interest 
mainly in terms of classes, but Dahrendorf 
relates them more broadly to authority and 
power. In all societies there is a division 
between those who hold authority and 



those who are largely excluded from it -
between rulers and ruled. 

Symbolic interactionism 
The work of the American social philoso
pherG. H. Mead (1863- 1931) had an impor
tant influence on sociological thought, in 
particular through a perspective called 
symbolic interactionism. Symbolic inter
actionism springs from a concern with 
language and meaning. Mead claims that 
language allows us to become self
conscious beings - aware of our own indi
viduality and able to see ourselves from the 
outside as others see us. The key element in 
this process is the symbol. A symbol is 
something that stands for something else. 
For example, words that we use to refer to 
certain objects are in fact symbols which 
represent what we mean. The word 'spoon' 
is the symbol we use to describe the utensil 
that we use to eat soup. Non-verbal gestures 
or forms of communication are also 
symbols. Waving at someone or making a 
rude gesture has symbolic value. Mead 
argued that humans rely on shared symbols 
and understandings in their interactions 
with one another. Because human beings 
live in a richly symbolic universe, virtually 
all interactions between human individuals 
involve an exchange of symbols. 

Symbolic interactionism directs our 
attention to the detail of interpersonal inter
action and how that detail is used to make 
sense of what others say and do. Sociologists 
influenced by symbolic interactionism 
often focus on face-ta-face interaction in 
the contexts of everyday life. They stress the 
role of such interaction in creating society 
and its institutions. Max Weber was an 
important indirect influence on this theo
retical approach because, although he 
acknowledged the existence of social struc
tures - such as classes, parties, status groups 
and others - he held that these structures 
were created through the social actions of 
individuals. 

While the symbolic interactionist 
perspective can yield many insights into the 
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nature ofouc actions in the course of day-to 
day social life, it has been criticized for 
ignoring the larger issues of power and 
structure within society and how they serve 
to constrain individual action. 

One classic example of symbolic interac
tionism that does take into account the 
issues of power and structure in our society 
is Arlie Hochschild's The Managed Heart: 
Commercialization of Human Feeling 
(1983). Hochschild, a sociology professor at 
the University of California, observed train
ing sessions and carried out interviews at 
Delta Airlines' Stewardess Training Center in 
Atlanta in the USA. She watched flight atten
dants being trained to manage their feelings 
as well as learning other skills. Hochschild 
recalled the comments of one instructor, a 
pilot, at the training sessions: 'Now girls, I 
want you to go out there and really smile', the 
pilot instructed. 'Your smile is your biggest 
asset. I want you to go out there and use it. 
Smile. Really smile. Really lay it on.' 

Through her observations and inter
views, Hochschild found that as Western 
economies have become increasingly based 
on the delivery of services, the emotional 
style of the work we do needs to be under
stood. Her study of 'customer service' train
ing amongst flight attendants might feel 
familiar to anyone who has worked in the 
service industry before, perhaps in a shop, 
restaurant or bar. Hochschild calls this 
training in 'emotional labour' - labour that 
requires that one manages one's feelings in 
order to create a publicly observable (and 
acceptable) facial and body display. Accord
ing to Hochschild, the companies you work 
for lay claim not only to your physical move
ments, but also to your emotions. They own 
your smile when you are working. 

Hochschild's research opened a window 
on an aspect of life that most people think 
they understand, but which needed to be 
understood at a deeper level. She found that 
service workers - like physical labourers -
often feel a sense of distance from the 
particular aspect of themselves that is given 
up in work. The physical labourer's arm, for 



In many service industries, people's management of the public display of their emotions has 
become a key part of their skills training. 

example, might come to feel like a piece of 
machinery, and only incidentally a part of 
the person moving it. Likewise, service 
workers often told Hochschild that their 
smiles were on them but not of them. In 
other words, these workers felt a sense of 
distance from their own emotions. This is 
interesting when we consider the fact that 
emotions are usually thought of as a deep 
and personal part of ourselves. 

Hochschild's book is an influential appli
cation of symbolic interactionism and 
many other scholars have built on her ideas. 
Although she conducted her research 
within one of the world's most developed 
'service economies' - the United States -
Hochschild's findings are applicable to 
many societies in the present age. Service 
jobs are expanding rapidly in countries 
around the world, demanding that more 
and more people engage in 'emotional 

labour' at the workplace. In some cultures, 
such as amongst the lnuit of Greenland, 
where there is not the same tradition of 
public smiling as there is in Western Europe 
and North America, training in emotional 
labour has proved to be a somewhat difficult 
task. In these countries, employees in serv
ice jobs are sometimes required to take part 
in special 'smiling training sessions' not so 
different from the ones attended by Delta 
Airlines stewardesses. 

Theoretical thinking in sociology 

So far in this chapter we have been 
concerned with theoretical approaches, 
which refer to broad, overall orientations to 
the subject-matter of sociology. However, 
we can draw a distinction between the theo
retical approaches discussed above and 
actual theories. Theories are more narrowly 



focused and represent attempts to explain 
particular social conditions or types of 
event. They are usually formed as part of the 
process of research and in turn suggest 
problems to which research investigations 
should be devoted. An example would be 
Durkheim's theory of suicide, referred to 
earlier in this chapter. 

Many theories have been developed in 
the many different areas of research in 
which sociologists work. Sometimes theo
ries are very precisely set out and are even 
occasionally expressed in mathematical 
form - although this is more common in 
other social sciences (especially economics) 
than in sociology. 

Some theories are also much more 
encompassing than others. Opinions vary 
about whether it is desirable or useful for 
sociologists to concern themselves with 
very wide- ranging theoretical endeavours. 
Robert K. Merton (1957), for example, 
argued forcefully that sociologists should 
concentrate their attention on what he cails 
'theories of the middle range'. Rather than 
attempting to create grand theoretical 
schemes (in the manner of Marx, for 
instance), we should be concerned with 
developing theories that are more modest. 

Middle-range theories are specific 
enough to be directly tested by empirical 
research, yet sufficiently general to cover a 
range of different phenomena. A case in 
point is the. theory of relative deprivation. 
This theory holds that the way people eval
uate their circumstances depends on whom 
they compare themselves to. Thus, feelings 
of deprivation do not conform directly to 
the level of material poverty that people 
experience. A family living in a small home 
in a poor area, where everyone is in more or 
less similar circumstances, is likely to feel 
less deprived than a family living in a similar 
house in a neighbourhood where the major
ity of the other homes are much larger and 
the other people more affluent. 

It is indeed true that the more wide
ranging and ambitious a theory is, the more 
difficult it is to test empirically. Yet there 

What is Sociology? 

seems no obvious reason why theoretical 
thinking in sociology should be confined to 
the 'middle range'. 

Assessing theories, and especially theo
retical approaches, in sociology is a chal
lenging and formidable task. Theoretical 
debates are, by definition, more abstract 
than controversies of a more empirical kind. 
The fact that sociology is not dominated by 
a single theoretical approach might seem to 
be a sign of weakness in the subject, but 
this is not the case. The jostling of rival theo
retical approaches and theories is an 
expression of the vitality of the sociological 
enterprise. In studying human beings -
ourselves - theoretical variety rescues us 
from dogma and stagnation. Human behav
iour is complicated and many-sided, and it 
is very unlikely that a single theoretical 
perspective could cover all of its aspects. 
Diversity in theoretical thinking provides a 
rich source of ideas that can be drawn on in 
research and which stimulate the imagina
tive capacities so essential to progress in 
sociological work. 

Levels of analysis: micro sociology 
and macro sociology 

One important distinction between the 
different theoretical perspectives we have 
discussed in this chapter involves the level 
of analysis at which each is directed. The 
study of everyday behaviour in situations 
offace-to-face interaction is usually called 
micro sociology. Macrosociology is the 
analysis of large-scale social systems, like 
the political system or the economic 
order. It also includes the analysis of long
term processes of change, such as the 
development of industrialism. At first 
glance, it might seem that microanalysis 
and macroanalysis are distinct from one 
another. In fact, the two are closely 
connected (Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel 
1981; Giddens 1984). 

Macroanalysis is essential if we are to 
understand the institutional background of 
daily life. The ways in which people live their 
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everyday lives are greatly affected by the 
broader institutional framework, as is obvi
ous when the daily cycle of activities of a 
culture like that of the medieval period is 
compared with life in an industrialized 
urban environment. In modern societies, 
we are constantly in contact with strangers. 
This contact may be indirect and imper
sonal. However, no matter how many indi
rect or electronic relations we enter into 
today, even in the most complex societies, 
the presence of other people remains 
crucial. While we may choose just to send an 
acquaintance an email message, we can 
also choose to fly thousands of miles to 
spend the weekend with a friend. 

Micro-studies are in tucn necessary for 
illuminating broad institutional patterns. 
Face-to-face interaction is clearly the main 
basis of all forms of social organization, no 
matter how large scale. Suppose we are 
studying a business corporation. We could 
understand much about its activities simply 
by looking at face-to-face behaviour. We 
could analyse, for example, the interaction 
of directors in the boardroom, peop le work
ing in the various offices, or the workers on 
the factory floor. We would not build up a 
picture of the whole corporation in this way, 
since some of its business is transacted 
through printed materials, letters, the tele
phone an d computers. Yet we could 
certainly contribute significantly to under
standing how the organization works. 

Of course, people do not live their lives as 
isolated individuals, nor are their lives 
completely determined by national states. 
Sociology tells us that our everyday life is 
lived in families, social groups, communi
ties and neighbourhoods. At this level - the 
meso (or 'middle') level of society - it is 
possible to see the influences and effects of 
both micro- and macro-level phenomena. 
Many sociological studies of specific local 
communities deal with the macrosociologi
cal impact of huge social changes, such as 
industrialization and economic globaliza
tion. But they also explore the way that indi
viduals, groups and social movements cope 

with such changes and attempt to turn 
them to their advantage. For example, when 
the UK government decided to reduce the 
role of coal in its energy policy in the 1980s, 
the impact was disastrous for many tradi
tional mining communities, as people's 
livel ihoods were threatened by large-scale 
unemployment (Waddington et al. 2001). 
Mining communities initially organized to 
protest against the policy, but, when this 
eventually failed, many individual miners 
retrained to find work in other industries. 
Such studies of the community-level of 
social life can provide a window through 
which to observe and understand the inter
action of micro- and macro-levels of society 
and much applied work in sociology takes 
place at this mesa level of social reality. 

In later chapters, we will see furt her 
examples of how interacti on in micro
contexts affects larger social processes, and 
how macro-systems in tucn influence more 
confined settings of social life. 

Why study sociology? 

Sociology has several practical implications 
for our lives, as C. Wright Mills emphasized 
when developing his idea of the sociological 
imagination. First, sociology gives us an 
awareness of cultural differences that allows 
us to see th e socia l world from many 
perspectives. Quite often, if we properly 
understand how others live, we also acquire 
a better understanding of what their prob
lems are. Practical policies that are not based 
on an informed awareness of the ways of life 
of people they affect have little chance of 
success. For example, a white social worker 
operating in a predominantly Latin Ameri
can community in South London will not 
gain the confidence of its members without 
developing a sensitivity to the differences in 
social experience between members of 
different groups in the UK. 

Second, sociological research provides 
practical help in assessing the results of 
policy ini tiatives. A programme of practical 



reform may simply fail to achieve what its 
designers sought or may produce unin
tended consequences of an unfortunate 
kind. For instance, in the years following the 
Second World War, large public housing 
blocks were built in city centres in many 
countries. These were planned to provide 
high standards of accommodation for low
income groups from slum areas and offered 
shopping amenities and other civic services 
nearby. However, research later showed that 
many people who had moved from their 
previous dwellings to large apartment 
blocks felt isolated and unhappy. High-rise 
apartment blocks and shopping centres in 
poorer areas often became dilapidated and 
provided breeding grounds for muggings 
and other violent crimes. 

Third, and in some ways this is the most 
important, sociology can provide us with 
self-enlightenment - increased self
understanding. The more we know about 
why we act as we do and about the overall 
workings of our society, the more likely we 
are to be able to influence DUI own futures. 
We should not see sociology as assisting only 
policy-makers - that is, powerful groups - in 
making informed decisions. Those in power 
cannot be assumed always to consider the 
interests of the less powerful or underprivi
leged in the policies they pursue. Self
enlightened groups can often benefit from 
sociological research by using the informa
tion gleaned to respond in an effective way 
to government policies or form policy initia
tives of their own. Self-help groups like Alco
holics Anonymous and social movements 
like the environmental movement are exam
ples of social groups that have directly 
sought to bring about practical reforms, with 
some degree of success. 

Finally, it should be mentioned that many 
sociologists concern themselves directly 
with practical matters as professionals. 
People trained in sociology are to be found 
as industrial consultants, researchers, 
urban planners, social workers and person
nel managers, as well as in many other jobs. 
An understanding of society can also help 

What is Sociology? 

for future careers in law, journalism, busi
ness and health professions. 

There is often a connection between 
studying sociology and the prompting of 
social conscience. Should sociologists 
themselves actively advocate and agitate for 
programmes of reform or social change? 
Some argue that sociology can preserve its 
intellectual independence only if sociolo
gists are studiously neutral in moral and 
political controversies. Yet are those schol
ars who remain aloof from current debates 
necessarily more impartial in their assess
ment of sociological issues than others? No 
sociologically sophisticated person can be 
unaware of the inequalities that exist in the 
world today. It would be strange if sociolo
gists did not take sides on political issues, 
and it would be illogical to try to ban them 
from drawing on their expertise in so doing. 

In this chapter, we have seen that sociol
ogy is a discipline in which we often set 
aside our personal view of the world in order 
to look more carefully at the influences that 
shape our lives and those of others. Sociol
ogy emerged as a distinct intellectual 
endeavour with the development of 
modern societies, and the study of such 
societies remains a central concern. 
However, in an increasingly interconnected 
global world, sociologists must increasingly 
take a similarly global view of their subject
matter if they are properly to understand 
and explain it. Of course, sociologists 
remain preoccupied with a broad range of 
issues about the nature of social interaction 
and human societies in general. 

As we will see in chapter 3, Theories and 
Perspectives in Sociology, the central prob
lems that exercise SOciologists change along 
with the societies they aim to explore and 
understand. During the period of the disci
pline's classical founders, the central prob
lems included social class conflict, wealth 
distribution, the alleviation of absolute as 
well as relative poverty, the secularization of 
religious belief and the question of where 
the process of modernization was headed. 
In the contemporary period, though most of 
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these issues remain, it can forceful ly be 
argued that sociology's central p roblems are 
shift ing. Today, societies are grappling with 
the problems created by rapid globaJization, 
environmental degradation and its impact 
on human health and well-being, th e 
awareness of risks with potentially high 
consequences, how to create successfu l 
mod els of mu lt iculturalism a n d th e 
achievem ent of a genuine gender equaJity: 
to name just a few. This means that sociolo
gists will need to question whether the theo
ries designed to grasp the different prob 
lems of an earlier period have any purchase 
on the p roblems facing today's societies. If 
not, then they will n eed to design new theo
ries that can grasp what Karl Mannheim 
once called 'the secret of these new times'. 

Readers can expect the ongoing debate 
about the status and continuing relevance 
of the classical sociological theories and 
attempts to construct new theories to occur 
throu ghout this book. 

Sociology is not just an a bstract intellec
tual fi eld, but has major practical implica
tions for people's lives. Learning to become 
a sociologist should not be a dull or tedious 
endeavour. The best way to make sure it 
does not become so is to approach the 
subject in an imaginative way and to relate 
sociological ideas and findings to situations 
in your own life. In that way, you should 
learn important things ab out yo urself, 
about your society and about the wider 
h uman world. 

Summary points 

I. Sociology is the systematic study of human 
societies, giving spe cial, but not exclusive 
emphasis, to modern industrialized societies. 

2. The practice of sociology involves the ability 
to think imaginatively and to detach oneself 
from preconceived ide as about social life. 

3. Sociology came into being as an attempt to 
understand the far-reaching changes that 
have occurred in human societies over the 
past two or three centuries. The changes 
involved are not just large-scale ones; they 
also involve shifts in the most intimate and 
personal aspects of people's lives. 

4. Among the classical founders of sociology, 
four figures are particularly important: 
Auguste Comte, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim 
and Max Weber. Comte and Marx, working in 
the mid-nineteenth century. established some 
of the basic issue s of sociology, later 
elaborated on by Durkheim and Webe r. These 
issues concern the nature of sociology and the 
impact of modernization on the social world. 

5 . A diversity of theore tical approache s is found 
in sociology. The ore tical d isputes are difficult 
to resolve even in the natural sciences , but in 
sociology we face special difficultie s 

because of the complex problems involved 
in subjecting our own behaviour to study. 

6. The main theoretical approache s 
in sociology are functionalism, 
conflict p e rspectives and symbolic 
interactionism. There are some 
basic differences be tween each of these 
approaches, which have strongly influenced 
the developme nt of the subject in the post
war p e riod. 

7. One way of thinking about sociology's 
approaches is in terms of their level of 
analysis . Microsociology is the study of 
everyday behaviour in face-to-face 
encounters. Macrosociology analyses large
scale social systems and whole societies. 
Micro- and macro-levels are closely 
connected, however, and this can be seen in 
research studies of communities and 
ne ighbourhoods - the meso (or middle) level 
of social life. 

8. Sociology is a subject with important 
practical implications. It can contribute to 
social criticism and practical social reform in 
several ways. The improved understanding of 
social circumstances gives us all a better 
chance of controlling them. At the same time, 
sociology provides the means of increasing 
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our cultural sensitivities, allowing policies to 
be based on an awareness of divergent 
cultural values. In practical terms, we can 
investigate the consequences of the adoption 
of particular policy programmes. Finally, and 

perhaps most important, sociology provides 
self-enlightenment, offering groups and 
individuals an increased opportunity to 
understand and alter the conditions of their 
own lives. 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• • 
Further reading 

For anyone new to sociology, Steve Bruce's 
Sociology: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000) is a good place 
to start your reading. This is a brief but 
stimulating guide. Following this, Zygmunt 
Bauman and Tim May's Thinking 
Sociologically (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001) is a 
more involved introduction to developing 
and using your sociological imagination and 
the book contains many everyday examples. 
If these motivate you to take on something a 
little more advanced, then Richard Jenkins's 
Foundations of Sociology: Towards a Better 
Understanding of the Human World 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002) 
contains a central argument about the role of 
sociology and sociologists in an age of 
globalization. This is not an easy read but it 
is worthwhile. 

One other useful resource for all 
newcomers to the discipline is a good 
SOCiology dictionary and there are several 
possibilities. Among them, both John Scot! 
and Gordon MarshaLl's Oxford Dictionary of 
Sociology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005) and Nicholas Abercrombie, Stephen 
Hill and Bryan Turner's The Penguin 
Dictionary of Sociology (London: Penguin 
Books, 2006) are reliable and comprehensive. 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

•• •• •• ••• ••••• •• ••••• •• ••••• ••••• ••• •• ••••• ••• •• ••• ••• ••• •• •• ••• ••••• • •• • •• • • · Internet links 

• • • • • • 

Additional information and support for this 
book at Polity: 
www.polity.co.uk/giddens 

The International Sociological Association: 
www.isa-sociology.org/ 

The European Sociological Association: 
www.valt.helsinki.fi/esa/ 

The British Sociological Association: 
www.britsoc.co.uk/ 

Intute - a social science information gateway 
with lots of sociology resources: 
www.intute.ac. ukl socialsciences I sociology I 

SocioSite - the Social Science Information 
System, based at the University of Amsterdam: 
www.sociosite.net/ index.php 
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The research process 
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Causation and correlation 
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Ethnography 
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Sociological research in the real world 

Restating the obvious? 
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Sumllla ry {Joi Ilts 

Further reading 

Internet links 

(opposite) Why hang out m pubJtc 
toilets? 



Towards the end of a working day, the public toilets of a particular park in 

St Louis, Missouri, in the United States, are suddenly busier than one 

might expect. One man walks in dressed in a grey suit; another has on a base

ball cap, trainers, shorts and a T-shirt; a third is wearing the mechanic's 

uniform from the garage where he has repaired cars all day. What are these 

men doing here? Surely other toilets are more conveniently located. Is there 

some common interest besides the toilets themselves that brings them to this 

place? 

None of these men is visiting the toilets to use them for the purposes 

for which they were officially built: they are there for 'instant sex'. Many 
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In contrast to Humphrey's covert research, 
increasingly the subjects of research are 
themselves involved in the research process 
and may help to formulate questions or 
comment on the researcher's interpretation 
of their views. 

men - married and unmarried, those with 
straight identities and those who see them
selves as gay - seek sex with people they do 
not know. They are hoping to experience 
sexual excitement, but they want to avoid 
involvem ent. They do not want any 
commitments that extend beyond the 
particular encounters they will have in this 
public convenience. 

This kind of search for ano nymous, 
instant sex between men happens all over 
the world, yet until the late 1960s the 
phenomenon persisted as a widespread but 
rarely studied form of human interaction. In 
the USA, the gay community called the 
toil e ts where these ac tiviti es occur 
'tearooms' (in the UK the activity is known 
as 'cottaging'). Laud Humphreys, a sociolo
gist, visited these public lavatories to 
conduct research on the participants. He 
wrote about them in his book Tearoom 
Trade (Humphreys 1970). Unsurprisingly, 

the book caused widespread controversy 
when it was published, and for some people 
the issue is still a d ifficult one to deal with 
today. For example, Humphreys' research 
methodology was heavily criticized for 
being unethical because his fieldwork had 
to be covert; it did not involve seeking the 
informed consent of the men he studied. 
However, his research in the 'tearooms' was 
able to cast new light on the struggles of 
men who were forced to keep their sexual 
proclivities secret. He showed that many 
men who otherwise live 'normal' lives - the 
people next door - find ways to engage in 
embarrassing behaviours that will not harm 
their careers or family lives. Humphreys' 
research was conducted at a time when 
there was much more stigma associated 
with gay and lesbian identities and when 
police were vigil an t in enforcing laws 
against such behaviour. Many lives were 
ruined in the process of harsh law enforce
ment. 

Humphreys spent an extended period of 
time researching public toilets because one 
excell e nt way to understand social 
processes is to participate in and observe 
them. He also conducted survey interviews 
that enabled him to gather more informa
tion than he would have obtained by simply 
observing the toilets. Humphreys' research 
opened a window on an aspect of life that 
many people were shocked to know existed 
at all and that certainly needed to be under
stood at a deeper level. His work was based 
on systematic research, but it also carried a 
note of passion; it was conducted with a 
certain scientific detachment, but at the 
same time Humphreys was involved in the 
search for solutions to social problems. 

Humphreys argued that persecution of 
gay lifestyles leads men to live anguished 
existences in which they must resort to 
extreme secrecy and often dangerous activ
ities. His study was conducted before the 
onset of AlDS; such activity would be much 
more dangerous today. He argued that toler
ance for a gay subculture would put gays in 
a position where they could provide one 



another with self-esteem, mutual support 
and relief from torment. 

Human subjects and 
ethical problems 
All research concerned with human beings 
can pose ethical dilemmas. A key question 
that sociologists agree must be asked is 
whether the research 'poses risks to the 
subjects that are greater than the risks they 
face in their everyday lives'. Ethical issues 
have become much more prominent today 
than in the past. In particular, researchers 
are no longer seen as the knowledgeable 
experts or participants as mere subjects of 
research. Increasingly, the subjects of 
research are themselves involved in the 
research process and may help to formulate 
questions, comment on the researcher's 
interpretation of their views and in some 
cases expect to receive a copy of the final 
research report. 

Clearly, as is the case in other areas of 
social life (such as doctors and their patients 
or university professors and their students), 
'lay people' no longer automatically defer to 
'experts' in the way they might have done a 
few decades ago. This broad social change is 
also transforming research practice. Indeed, 
all research funding bodies now routinely 
ask research teams what ethical issues they 
expect to confront and how they will deal 
with these, whether deception will be used, 
what measures will be put in place to 
protect their participants from risk and how 
their findings will be fed back to partici
pants at the end of the study. 

In writing Tearoom Trade, Humphreys 
said he was less than truthful to those whose 
behaviour he was studying. He said he did 
not reveal his identity as a sociologist when 
observing the tearoom. People who came 
into the tearoom assumed he was there for 
the same reasons they were and that his 
presence could be accepted at face value. 
Although he did not tell any direct lies 
during his observations, neither did he 
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reveal the real reason for his presence in the 
tearoom. Was this particular aspect of his 
behaviour ethical? The answer is that, on 
balance, this particular aspect of his study 
did not put any of his subjects at risk. On the 
basis of what he observed in the tearoom, 
Humphreys did not collect information 
about the participants that would have 
identified them. What he knew about them 
was similar to what all the other people in 
the tearoom knew. In this way, his presence 
did not subject them to any more risk than 
they already encountered in their everyday 
lives. At the same time, had Humphreys 
been completely frank at every stage, the 
research might not have progressed as far as 
it did. Indeed, some of the most valuable 
data that have been collected by sociologists 
could never have been gathered if the 
researcher had first explained the project to 
each person encountered in the research 
process. 

If this were the only dilemma posed by 
Humphreys' research project, it would not 
stand out as a notable problem in the ethics 
of social research. What raised more 
eyebrows was that Humphreys wrote down 
the car number-plates of the people who 
came into the 'tearooms', obtained their 
home addresses from a friend who worked 
at the Department of Motor Vehicles and 
then visited their homes in the guise of 
conducting a neutral survey. Even though 
Humphreys did not reveal to the men's fami
lies anything about their activities in the 
tearooms, and even though he took great 
pains to keep the data confidential, the 
knowledge he gained could have been 
damaging. Since the activity he was docu
menting was illegal, police officers might 
have demanded that he release information 
about the identities of the subjects. It is also 
possible that a less skilled investigator could 
have slipped up when interviewing the 
subjects' families, or that Humphreys could 
have lost his notes, which might then have 
been found by someone else. 

Considering the number of things that 
could go wrong in the research process, 
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researchers today do not consider projects 
of this kind to be legitimate. Around the 
world, government funding bodies for soci-
010gica� research, such as the European 
Science Foundation or the U K's Economic 
and Social Research Council (ESRC), as well 
as the professional organizations to which 
sociologists belong, such as the Interna
tional Sociological Association (lSA) , now 
have much stricter ethical guidelines for 
re sea rchers engaging in sociological 
research of whatever kind. 

Humphreys was one of the first sociolo
gists to study the lives of gay men. His 
account was a humane treatment that went 
well beyond the existing stock of knowledge 
on sexual communities. Nthough none of 
his research subjects actually suffered as a 
result of his book, Humphreys himself later 
agreed with his critics on the key ethical 
controversy. He said that were he to do the 
study again, he would not trace number
plates or go to people's homes. Instead, after 
gathering his data in the public 'tearooms', 
he might try to get to know a subset of the 
people well enough to inform them of his 
goals for the study and then ask them to talk 
about the significance of these activities in 
their lives. 

Sociological questions 

The toilets under study in Tearoom Trade 
are a perfect example of a phenomenon that 
is the subject of many of the kinds of ques
tion that sociologists ask. For example, in 
looking at th e surprising activities that 
occur in public toilets, Humphreys was 
asking how society works in ways that are 
different from the official versions of how it 
should work. He also found that what we 
take to be naturai - a public toile t - is actu
ally socially constructed, depending on how 
it is used. Social constructionism is a 
perspective which begins from the premise 
that social reality is - to varying degrees -
the product of interactions between indi
viduals and groups, not something that is 

obvious to all (see chapter 7, 'Social Interac
tion and Everyday Life' and chapter 5, 'The 
Environment') . In this case, what most 
people believed to be simply a public 
building with an immediately obvious 
function was, for a particular social group, 
primarily a venue for the pursuit of sexual 
satisfaction. 

It is also interesting to note that elements 
of modern theoretical approaches can help 
us understand the issues addressed by 
Humphreys' study. An interactionist might 
ask: how does this behaviour take place 
through processes of interaction? What 
kinds of interaction take place? Humphreys 
found that people who went into th e 
tearooms learnt from others to be silent. 
This was a response to the demand for 
privacy without invo lvement. Another 
finding was that men who went into the 
toilet and who did not respond to initial 
sexual advances were not approached any 
further. Each party must collaborate to 
make a sexual situation occur. A functional
ist approach might ask: what contribution 
does the tearoom make to the continuation 
of society as a whole? The answer is that it 
provides an outlet for sexual activity that, 
when carried out in secret, enables the 
participants and other members of society 
to carry on as 'no rmal' people in their 
everyday lives without challenging the 
accepted order of things. A Marxist 
approach might ask: is thinking about 
economic class relations apparent in the 
tearoo ms? Humphreys found that the 
impersonal sex of the tearooms had a 
democratic quality. Men of all social classes 
and races would come together in these 
places for sexual contact. Finally, a feminist 
approach might ask: how can women's lives 
be considered in this study of an all-male 
group? This approach was not dominant at 
the time Humphreys conducted his study, 
but a feminist today might as k how 
women's lives - perhaps wives and partners 
who know nothing about the activity of 
their mal e partners - are affected and put at 
ri sk by the secret behaviour in the 



Law enforcement exists in all countries, but comparative empirical studies of police forces are 
needed to reveal their similarities and differences. 

tearooms. We explore some of these theo
retical approaches in chapter 3. 

It is almost 40 years since Tearoom Trade 
was first published and in the interim society 
has become more tolerant of gay identities 
and gay sex. After the publication of his book, 
Humphreys became part of the political 
movement - the gay rights movement - that 
made this change possible. He used his 
findings to convince courts and police to 
ease up on prosecuting men for engaging in 
gay sex so as to alleviate the damaging side 
effects of covert sexual activity. 

It is the business of sociological research 
in general to go beyond surface-level under
standings of ordinary life, as Humphreys 
clearly did. Good research should help us 
understand our social lives better, some
times in a new way. It could take us by 
surprise, both in the questions that it asks 

and in the findings it comes up with. The 
issues that concern sociologists, in both 
their theorizing and their research, are often 
similar to those that worry other people. But 
the results of such research frequently run 
counter to our common-sense beliefs. 

What are the circumstances in which 
racial or sexual minorities live? How can 
mass starvation exist in a world that is far 
wealthier than it has ever been before?What 
effects will the increasing use of the Internet 
have on our lives? [s the family beginning to 
disintegrate as an institution? Socio logists 
try to provide answers to these and many 
other questions. Their findings are by no 
means conclusive. Nevertheless, it is always 
the aim of sociologica l theorizing and 
research to break away from the speculative 
manner in which the ordinary person 
usually considers such questions. Good 
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sociological work tries to make the ques
tions as precise as possible and seeks to 
gather factual evidence before coming to 
conclusions. To achieve these aims, we must 
know the most useful research methods 
to apply in a given study and how best to 
analyse the results. 

In their research studies, sociologists will 
often ask empirical or factual questions. For 
example, many aspects of sexual behaviour. 
such as those Humphreys studied, need 
direct and systematic sociological investiga
tion. Thus, we might ask: what kinds of 
occupation and domestic arrangement are 
most common among people who go to the 
tearooms? What proportion of tearoom 
participants do the police catch? Factual 
questions of this kind are often difficult to 
answer. Official statistics on tearooms do 
not exist. Even official statistics on crime are 
of dubious value in revealing the real level of 
criminal activity. Researchers who have 
studied crime levels have found that only 
about half of all serious crimes are reported 
to the police. 

Factual information about one society, 
of course, will not always tell us whether we 
are dealing with an unusual case or a 
general set of influences. Sociologists often 
want to ask comparative questions, relat
ing one social context within a society to 
another or contrasting examples drawn 
from different societies. There are signifi-

cant differences, for example, between 
the social and legal systems of the USA, 
Italy and South Africa. A typical com
parative question might be: how much 
do patterns of criminal behaviour and 
law enforcement vary between the two 
countries? 

In sociology, we need not only to look at 
existing societies in relation to one another 
but also to compare their present and past. 
The questions sociologists ask in this case 
are historical or developmental questions. 
How did we get from there to here? To 
understand the nature of the modern world, 
we have to look at previous forms of society 
and also study the main direction that 
processes of change have taken. Thus we 
can investigate, for example. how the first 
prisons originated and what they are like 
today. 

Factual investigations - or, as sociologists 
usually prefer to call them, empirical inves
tigations - concern how things occur. Yet 
sociology does not consist of just collecting 
facts, however important and interesting 
they may be. We always need to interpret 
what facts mean, and to do so we must learn 
to pose theoretical questions - concerned 
with why things occur. Many sociologists 
work primarily on empirical questions, but 
unless they are guided in research by some 
knowledge of theoty, their work is unlikely 
to be illuminating (see table 2.1). 

Table 2.1 The sociologist's line of questioning 

Factual question What happened? Smce the 1980s, girls have been 
attaining better educational results 
in school than boys. 

Comparative question Dld this happen everywhere? V/as this a g lobal phenomenon, or 
did it occur just in Britain, or only 
in a certain region of Britain? 

Developmental question Has this happened over time? 'What have been the patterns of 
girls' educational attainment over 
time? 

Theoretical question What underlies this phenomenon? Why are girls now performing 
better in school? What factors 
would we look at to explain this 
change? 



At the same time, sOciologists strive not to 
attain theoretical knowledge for its own 
sake. A standard view is that while the soci
ologist's values should not be permitted to 
bias their conclusions, social research 
should be relevant to real-world concerns. 
In this chapter, we look further into such 
issues by asking whether it is possible to 
produce 'objective' knowledge. We begin by 
stressing the scientific nature of sociology, 
before examining the stages involved in 
sociological research. Some of the most 
widely used research methods are then 
compared, as we consider some actual 
investigations. As we shall see, there are 
often significant differences between the 
way research should ideally be carried out 
and real-world studies. Sociological 
research, like other scientific research, is the 
art of the possible. 

Is sociology scientific? 

As discussed in chapter 1, Auguste Comte 
saw sociology as an emerging science, 
which should adopt the successful (posi
tivist) methods of the natural sciences such 
as physics and chemistry. Durkheim, Marx 
and the other founders of sociology also 
thought of sociology as a scientific subject; 
but can we really study human social life in 
a scientific way? Are Laud Humphreys' 
observations on the tearooms really 
scientific? Before we can answer, we must 
first understand what this word means; 
what exactly is science? 

Science is the use of systematic methods 
of empirical investigation, the analysis at 
data, theoretical thinking and the logical 
assessment of arguments to develop a body 
at knowledge about a particular subject
matter. Sociology is a scientific endeavour, 
according to this definition, because it 
involves systematic methods of empirical 
investigation, the analysis of data and the 
assessment of theories in the light of 
evidence and logical argument. 

Studying human beings, however, is 
different from observing events in the phys-

Asking and Answering Sociological Questions 

''''m cl s(l(";al sdl'ltlisl, Mich",,!. Thalll/e,ms I call" explail1 
I'/atri(ity or .lIIythiJlg like Ih.l/, Imf if )'011 ( 'l '('r /(',1111 to 

kllOI(' ahlllll Pl'u!,//' 1'1/1 tlJ(' 11/(111. " 

Cl The New Yorker Collection 1986 J B. Handelsman from 
cartoonbank.com. AD righls reserved. 

ical world, so sociology and the natural 
sciences cannot be identical. Unlike objects 
in nature, humans are self-aware beings who 
confer meaning and purpose on what they 
do. We cannot even describe social life accu
rately unless we first grasp the concepts that 
people apply in their own behaviour. For 
instance, to describe a death as a 'suicide' 
means knowing what the person in question 
was intending when he died. Suicide can 
only occur when an individual actively has 
self-destruction in mind. If he accidentally 
steps in front of a car and is killed, he cannot 
be said to have committed suicide. 

The fact that we cannot study human 
beings in exactly the same way as objects in 
nature is in some ways an advantage to soci
ology. Sociological researchers profit from 
being able to ask questions directly of those 
they study - other human beings - and get 
responses that they understand. This oppor
tunity to converse with the participants of 
research studies and confirm the researcher's 
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interpretations means that sociologi cal 
findings are, at least potentially, even more 
reliable (different researchers would arrive at 
the same results) and valid (the research 
actually measures what it is supposed to) 
than those from th e natural sciences. 
However, in other respects, sociology creates 
difficulties that are not encountered by natu 
ral scientists. People who are aware that thei r 
activities are being scrutinized may not 
behave in the same way that they normally 
do. They may consciously or unconsciously 
portray themselves in a way that differs from 
their usual attitudes. They may even try to 
'assist' the researcher by giving the responses 
they believe he or she wants. Researchers 
studying the behaviour of, say, chemicals or 
frogs do not have this problem. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Reflecting on the discussion so far, in 
what ways does sociology differ from 
the natural sciences, such as physics 

and chemistry? Were Laud Humphreys ' 
research methods 'scientific', for 

example? If we were allowed to use the 
same methods to carry out a similar 

study today, would we be likely to get 
the same or different results? Thinking 
more generally and sociologically now, 
how might recent social changes affect 
such a study and its potential findings? 

The research process 

Let us first look at the stages normally 
involved in research work. The research 
process takes in a number of distinct steps, 
leading from when the investigation is 
begun to the time its findings are published 
or made available in written form (see 
figure 2.1). 

Defining the research problem 

All research starts from a research problem. 
This is sometimes an area of factual igno
rance: we may simply wish to improve our 

Define the problem 
Select a topiC for research. 

Review the literature 
Familiarize yourself with existing 

research on the topic . 

Formulate a hypothesis 
What do you intend to test? What is 

the relationship between the variables? 

Select a research design 
Choose one or more research methods: 
experiment, survey, observation , use of 

existing sources. 

Carry out the research 
Collect your data, record information. 

Interpret your results 
Work oul the implications of the dala you collect. 

Report the research findings 
What is their significance? How do they 

relate 10 previous findings? 

Your findings are registered and 
discussed in the wider academic 

community - leading perhaps to the 
initiation of further research. 

Figure 2,1 Steps in the research process 

knowledge about certain institutions, social 
processes or cultures. A researcher might set 
out to answer questions like 'What propor
tion of the population holds strong religious 
beliefs?' 'Are people today really disaffected 
with "big government"?' 'How far does the 



economic position of women lag behind 
that of men?'. 

The best sociological research, however, 
begins with problems that are also puzzles. 
A puzzle is not just a lack of information, but 
a gap in our understanding. Much of the skill 
in producing worthwhile sociological 
research consists in correctly identifying 
puzzles. Rather than simply answering the 
question 'What is going on here?', puzzle
solving research tries to contribute to our 
understanding of why events happen as 
they do. Thus we might ask: why are 
patterns of religious belief changing? What 
accounts for the decline in the proportions 
of the population voting in elections in 
recent years? Why are women poorly repre
sented in high-status jobs? 

No piece of research stands alone. 
Research problems come up as part of 
ongoing work; one research project may 
easily lead to another because it raises 
issues the researcher had not previously 
considered. A sociologist may discover 
puzzles by reading the work of other 
researchers in books and professional jour
nals or by being aware of specific trends in 
society. For example, over recent years, 
there have been an increasing number of 
programmes that seek to treat the mentally 
ill within the community, rather than 
confining them in asylums. SOCiologists 
might be prompted to ask: what has given 
rise to this shift in attitude towards the 
mentally ill? What are the likely conse
quences both for the patients themselves 
and for the rest of the community? 

Reviewing the evidence 

Once the problem is identified, the next step 
taken in the research process is usually to 
review the available evidence in the field; it 
might be that previous research has already 
satisfactorily clarified the problem. If not, 
the sociologist will need to sift through 
whatever related research does exist, to see 
how useful it is for his or her purpose. Have 
previous researchers spotted the same 
puzzle? How have they tried to resolve it? 

Asking and Answering Sociological Questions 

What aspects of the problem has their 
research left unanalysed? Drawing upon 
others' ideas helps the sociologist to clarify 
the issues that might be raised and the 
methods that might be used in the research. 

Making the problem preCise 

A third stage involves working out a clear 
formulation of the research problem. lfrele
vant literature already exists, the researcher 
might return from the library with a good 
notion of how the problem should be 
approached. Hunches about the narure of 
the problem can sometimes be turned into 
a definite hypothesis. Although rooted in an 
educated guess about what is going on, a 
hypothesis clearly states this in exact 
language so that it can be tested. If the 
research is to be effective, hypotheses must 
be formulated in such a way that the factual 
material gathered will provide evidence that 
either supports or disproves them. 

Working out a design 

The researcher must then decide just how 
the research materials are to be collected. A 
range of different research methods exists, 
and which one is chosen depends on the 
overall objectives of the study, as well as the 
aspects of behaviour to be analysed. For 
some purposes, a survey (in which ques
tionnaires are normally used) might be suit
able. In other circumstances, interviews or 
an observational study, such as that carried 
out by Laud Humphreys, might be more 
appropriate. We shall learn more about 
various research methods later in this 
chapter. 

Carrying out the research 

At the pOint of actually proceeding with the 
research, unforeseen practical difficulties 
can easily crop up. It might prove impossi
ble to contact some ofthose to whom ques
tionnaires are to be sent or those people the 
researcher wishes to interview. A business 
firm or government agency may be unwill
ing to let the researcher carry out the work 
planned. Difficulties such as these could 
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TableZ.Z Number of motor vehicles per 1,000 inhabitants: selected countries 

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 

Austria 462 463 503 515 528 543 

Belgium 432 442 441 454 464 487 

Canada 600 619 627 595 569 565 

Germany 527 527 427 478 523 540 

Greece 248 246 257 271 283 298 

Portugal 310 370 407 439 438 501 

Thrkey 57 47 53 61 64 68 

UK 443 433 453 441 439 428 

United States 842 718 779 725 719 771 

Source ' OECD Factbook 2005 

2.1 Reading and interpreting tables 

You will often come across tables when 
reading sociological literature. They 
sometimes look complex, but are easy to 
decipher if you follow a few basic steps, listed 
below; with practice, these will become 
automatic. Do not succwnb to the temptation to 
skip over tables; they contain information in 
concentrated form, which can be read more 
quickly than would be possible if the same 
material were expressed in words. By 
becoming skilled in the interpretation of tables, 
you will also be able to check how far the 
conclusions drawn by a writer actually seem 
justified. 

1. Read the title in full. Tables frequently have 
longish titles, which represent an attempt by 
the researcher to state accurately the nature 
of the information conveyed. The title of 
table 2.2 gives first the subject of the data, 
second the fact that the table provides 
material for comparison, and third the fact 
that data are given only for a hrnited 
nwnber of countries. 

2. Look for explanatory comments, or notes, 
about the data. Notes may say how the 
material was collected, or why it is 
displayed in a particular way. Many of the 
tables used throughout this book contain 
explanatory notes. If the data have not been 
gathered by the researcher but are based 

495 509 529 544 555 565 537 

494 482 490 500 511 517 520 

565 564 580 566 569 572 581 

547 551 556 564 570 582 589 

313 328 351 378 406 428 450 

533 569 610 654 698 711 756 

97 105 111 116 124 148 148 

448 458 474 486 493 516 533 

783 784 792 798 810 816 807 

on findings originally reported elsewhere, a 
source will be included. The source sometimes 
gives you some insight into how reliable the 
information is likely to be, as well as showing 
where to find the original data. In table 2.2, the 
source note makes clear that the data have been 
taken from a publication by the OECD 

3. Read the headings along the top and left-hand 
side ofthe table. (Sometimes tables are 
arranged with 'headings' at the foot rather than 
the top.) These tell you what type of information 
is contained in each row and column. In reading 
the table, keep in mind each set of headings as 
you scan the figures. In our example, the 
headings on the left give the countries involved, 
while those at the top refer to the levels of car 
ownership and the years for which they are 
given. 

4. Identify the units used; the figures in the body of 
the table may represent cases, percentages, 
averages or other measures. Sometimes it may 
be helpful to convert the figures to a form more 
useful to you: if percentages are not provided, 
for example, it may be worth calculating them. 

5. Consider the conclusions that might be 
reached from the information in the table. Most 
tables are discussed by the author, and what he 
or she has to say should of course be borne in 
mind. But you should also ask what further 
issues or questions could be suggested by the 
data. 
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Several interesting trends can be seen in the 
figures in our table. First, the level of car ownership 
varies consIderably between different countries. 
The number of cars per 1,000 people was more 
than five times greater in the United States than in 
Thrkey in 2002. Second, there is a clear connection 
between car ownership and the level of affluence of 
a country. In fact, we could probably use car 

ovmership ratios as a rough indicator of differential 
prosperity. Third, in nearly all countries 
represented, the level of car ownership increased 
between 1990 and 2002, but in some the rate of 
increase has been higher than in others - probably 
indicating differences in the degree to which 
cotmtries have successfully generated economic 
growth or are catching up. 

DOONESBURY 

potentially b ias the result of the study and 
give a false interpretation. For example, if 
the researcher is studying how business 
corporations have complied with equal 
opportunities programmes for women, 
then companies that have not complied 
may not want to be studied. Clearly, this 
could result in a systematic bias in the 
results. 

Bias can enter the research process in 
many ways, For example, if a piece of 
research is based on surveys of participants' 
views, it may be easy fo r the researcher to 
push the discussion in a particular way, 
such as asking leading questions that follow 
their own particular prejudices . <as the 
Doonesbury cartoon shows}. Alternatively, 
interviewees may evade a question that for 
various reasons they do not want to answer. 
The use of questionnaires with fixed word
ing can help to reduce interview bias, but it 
will not eliminate it. Another source of bias 
comes when potential participants in a 
survey, such as a voluntary questionnaire, 
decide that they do not want to take part. 
This is known as non-response bias, and as a 
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general rule the higher the proportion of 
non-responses in the sample. the more 
likely it is that the survey of those who do 
take part will be biased. Even if every 
attempt is made to reduce bias in the 
survey, the observations that sociologists 
make in carrying out a piece of research are 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Familiarize yourself again with table 2.2 
and reflect on what questions might 

follow from this. For example, did you 
find anything surprising here? How 

could we find out why vehicle 
ownership in Canada and the USA has 
fallen from its highpoint in the early 

1990s, while in the UK and other 
European countries ownership 

continues to rise? Next, track down the 
same data from 2003-9 yourself: what 
has happened to vehicle ownership 
since this table was produced? What 
place is there, if any, for qualitative 
methods in helping us to address 

such questions? 
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likely to reflect their own cultural assump
tions. This observer bias can be difficult, or 
perhaps even impossible, to eliminate. 
Later in this chapter we look at some of the 
other pitfalls and difficulties of sociological 
research, and discuss how some of these 
can be avoided. 

Interpreting the results 

Once the material has been gathered 
together for analysis, the researcher's trou
bles are not over - they may be only just 
beginning! Working out the implications of 
the data collected and relating these back 
to the research problem are rarely easy. 
While it may be possible to reach a clear 
answer to the initial questions, m any 
investigations are, in the end, less than fully 
conclusive. 

Reporting the findings 

The research report, usually published as a 
journal article or book, provides an account 
of the nature of the research and seeks to 
justi fy whatever conclusions are drawn. [n 
Humphreys' case, this report was the book 
Tearoom Trade. This is a final stage only in 
terms of the individual research project. 
Most reports indicate questions that remain 
unanswered and suggest further research 
that might profitably be done in the future. 
All individual research investigat ions are 
part of the continuing process of research 
takin g pl ace within the sociological 
community. Other scholars have built on 
Humphreys' research findings. 

Reality intrudes! 

The preceding sequence of steps is a 
simplified version of what happens in actual 
research projects (see figure 2.1). [n real 
sociological research, these stages rarely 
succeed each other so neatly, and there is 
almost always a certain amount of 
'muddling through'. The difference is a bit 
like that between the recipes outlined in a 
cookbook and the actual process of prepar
ing a meal. People who are experienced 
cooks often do not work from recipes at all, 

yet their food may be better th an that 
cooked by those who do. Following fixed 
schemes can be unduly restrictin g and 
many outstanding pieces of sociological 
research have not fitted rigidly into this 
sequence, although most of the steps would 
be there somewhere. 

Understanding cause and 
effect 

One of the main problems to be tackled in 
research methodology is the analysis of 
cause and effect. A causal relationship 
between two events or situations is an asso
ciation in which one event or s ituation 
produces another. If the handbrake is 
released in a car that is pointing downhill, 
the car will roll down the incline, gathering 
speed progressively as it does so. Taking the 
brake off caused this to happen; the reasons 
for this can readily be understood by refer
ence to the physical principles involved. 
Like natural science, sociology depends on 
the assumption that all events have causes. 
Social life is not a random array of occur
rences, happe ning without rhyme or 
reason. One of the main tasks of sociological 
research - in combination with theoretical 
thinking - is to identify causes and effects. 

Causation and correlation 

Causation cannot be directly inferred from 
correlation. Correlation means the exis
tence of a regular relationship between two 
sets of occurrences or variables. A variable 
is any dimension along which individuals or 
groups vary. Age, differences in income, 
crime rates and social-class differences are 
among the many variables that sociologists 
study. It might seem as though, when two 
variables are found to be closely correlated, 
one must be the ca use of th e other. 
However, this is very often not the case. 
There are, in fact, many correlations with
out any causal relationship between vari 
ables. For example, over the period since the 



Second World Will, a strong correlation can 
be found between the decline in pipe
smoking and the decrease in the number of 
people who regularly go to the cinema. 
Clearly one change does not cause the 
other, and we would find it difficult to 
discover even a remote causal connection 
between them. 

There are many instances, however, in 
which it is not so obvious that an observed 
correlation does not imply a causal relation
ship. Such correlations are traps for the 
unwary and easily lead to questionable or 
false conclusions. In his classical work of 
1897, Suicide (discussed in chapter 1), Emile 
Durkheim found a correlation between rates 
of suicide and the seasons ofthe year. In the 
societies that Durkheim studied, levels of 
suicide increased progressively from Janu
ary to around June or July. From that time 
onward they declined over the remainder of 
the year. It might be supposed that this 
demonstrates that temperature or climatic 
change are causally related to the propensity 
of individuals to kill themselves. We might 
perhaps surmise that as temperatures 
increase, people become more impulsive 
and hot-headed, leading to higher suicide 
rates. However, the causal relationship here 
has nothing directly to do with temperature 
or climate at all. In spring and summer, most 
people engage in a more intensive social life 
than they do in the winter months. lndividu
als who are isolated or unhappy tend to 
experience an intensification of these feel
ings as the activity level of other people rises. 
Hence they are likely to experience acute 
su icidal tendencies more in spring and 
summer than they do in autumn and winter, 
when the pace of social activity slackens. We 
always have to be on our guard both in 
assessing wheth er correlation involves 
causation and deciding in which direction 
causal relations run. 

Causal mechanisms 

Working out th e causal connections 
involved in co rrelations is often a difficult 
process. There is a strong correlation, for 
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Sociologists might be interested in the 
reasons why some young children, but not 
others, smoke. However, it can be cliJJicult to 
establish a causal relationship between the 
different factors involved. 

instance, between level of educational 
achievement and occupational success in 
modern societies. The better the grades an 
individual gets in school, the better-paid the 
job he is likely to get. What explains this 
correlation? Research tends to show that it is 
not mainly school experience itself; levels of 
school attainment are influenced much 
more by the type of home from which the 
person comes. Children from better-off 
homes, whose parents take a strong interest 
in their learning ski lls and where books are 
abundant, are more likely to do well than 
those coming from homes where these 
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qualities are lacking. The causal mecha
nisms here are the attitudes of parents 
towards their children, together with the 
facilities for learning that a home provides. 

Causal connections in sociology should 
not be understood in too mechanical a way. 
The attitudes people have and their subjec
tive reasons for acting as they do are causal 
factors in relationships between variables in 
social life. 

A discussion of some recenl 'critical 
realist' approaches to environmental 
sociology can be found in chapter 5, 
'The Environment' . 

Controls 

In assessing the cause or causes that explain 
a correlation, we need to distinguish inde
pendent variables from dependent vari
ables. An independent variable is one that 
produces an effect on another variable. The 
variable affected is the dependent one. In 
the example just mentioned above, 
academic achievement is the independent 
variable and occupational income the 
dependent variable. The distinction refers 
to the direction ofthe causal relation we are 
investigating. The same factor may be an 
independent variable in one study and a 
dependent variable in another. It all 
depends on what causal processes are being 
analysed. Ifwe were looking at the effects of 
differences in occupational income on 
lifestyles, occupational income would then 
be the independent variable rather than the 
dependent one. 

G,';:" 

To find out whether a correlation between 
variables is a causal connection, we use 
controls, which means we hold some vari
abies constant in order to look at the effects 
of others. By doing this, we are able to judge 
between explanations of observed correla
tions, separating causal from non-causal 
relationships. For example, researchers 
studying child development have claimed 
that there is a causal connection between 
maternal deprivation in infancy and serious 
personality prob lems in adulthood. 
(,Maternal deprivation' means that an 
infant is separated from its mother for a long 
period - several months or more - during 
the early years of its life.) How might we test 
whether there really is a causal relationship 
between maternal deprivation and later 
personality disorders? We would do so by 
trying to control, or 'screen out', other 
possible influences that might explain the 
correlation. 

One source of maternal deprivation is the 
admission of a child to a hospital for a 
lengthy period, during which it is separated 
from its parents. Is it attachment to the 
mother, however, that really matters? 
Perhaps if a child receives love and attention 
from other people during infancy, she might 
subsequently be a stable person. To investi
gate these possible causal connections, we 
would have to compare cases where children 
were deprived of regular care from anyone 
with other instances in which children were 
separated from their mothers but received 
love and care from someone else. If the first 
group developed severe personality difficul-



ties but the second group did not, we would 
suspect that regular care from someone in 
infancy is what matters, regardless of 
whether or not it is the mother. In fact, chil
dren do seem to prosper normally as long as 
they have a loving, stable relationship with 
someone looking after them; this person 
does not have to be the mother herself. 

Identifying causes 

There are a large number of possible causes 
that could be invoked to explain any given 
correlation. How can we ever be sure that we 
have covered them all? The answer is that we 
cannot be sure. We would never be able to 
carry out and interpret the results of a piece 
of sociological research satisfactorily if we 
were compelled to test for the possible 
influence of every causal factor we could 
imagine as potentially relevant. Identifying 
causal relationships is normally guided by 
previous research into the area in question. 
If we do not have some reasonable idea 
beforehand of the causal mechanisms 
involved in a correlation, we would proba
bly find it very difficult to discover what the 
real causal connections are. We would not 
know what to test/or. 

A good example of how difficult it is to be 
sure of the causal relations involved in a 
correlation is given by the long history of 
studies of smoking and lung cancer. 
Research has consistently demonstrated a 
strong correlation between the two. Smok
ers are more likely to contract lung cancer 
than non -smokers, and very heavy smokers 
are more likely to do so than light smokers. 
The correlation can also be expressed the 
other way around. A high proportion of 
those who have lung cancer are smokers or 
have smoked for long periods in their past. 
There have been so many studies confirm
ing these correlations that it is generally 
accepted that a causal link is involved, but 
the exact causal mechanisms are thus far 
largely unknown. 

However much correlational work is done 
on any issue, there always remains some 
doubt about possible causal relationships. 
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Other interpretations of the correlation are 
possible. It has been proposed, for instance, 
that people who are predisposed to get lung 
cancer are also predisposed to smoke. In 
this view, it is not smoking that causes lung 
cancer, but rather some built-in biological 
disposition to smoking and cancer. 

Research methods 

A common distinction is often made in soci
ology between quantitative and qualitative 
research methods and traditions; the 
former is associated with functionalism and 
positivism, the latter with interactionism 
and the search for meanings and under
standing. As the term suggests, quantitative 
methods try to measure social phenomena 
and will use mathematical models and, 
often, statistical analysis to explain them. 
Qualitative methods, on the other hand, 
attempt to gather detailed, rich data allow
ing for an in-depth understanding of indi
vidual action in the context of social life. As 
a rough-and-ready guide to a diverse range 
of sociological research methods, this 
distinction is a starting point and many 
sociologists will tend to specialize in, or 
even favour, one tradition rather than 
another. However, there is a danger that the 
two traditions will be seen as opposing 
'camps' with entirely different approaches 
to research. This would not be very 
productive. 

In fact, many research projects today 
make use of mixed methods - both quanti
tative and qualitative - in order to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding and 
explanation of the subject being studied. 
The findings from separate quantitative and 
qualitative studies can also be combined. 
For example, some feminist sociologists 
favour qualitative methods, which, they 
argue, allow the authentic voices of women 
to be heard in ways that quantitative studies 
do not. But without quantitative studies it 
would not have been possible to measure 
the extent of gender inequalities in society 
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Table 2.3 Four of the main methods used in sociological research 

Research 
method 

Fieldwork 

Surveys 

Experiments 

Documentary 
research 

Strengths 

Usually generates richer and more 
in-depth information than other methods. 

Ethnography can provide a broader 
understanding of social processes. 

Make possible the efficient collection 
of data on large numbers of individuals. 

Allow for precise comparisons to be 
made between the answers of 
respondents. 

The influence of specific variables 
can be controlled by the investigator. 

Are usually easier for subsequent 
researchers to repeat. 

Can provide source of in-depth materials 
as well as data on large numbers, 
depending on the type of documents 
studied. 

Is often essential when a study is either 
wholly histoncal or has a defined 
historical dimension. 

Limitations 

Can only be used to study 
relatively small groups or 
or conununities. 

Findings rrught only apply to the 
groups or cormnllIlities studied; it 
15 not easy to generallze on the 
basis of a single fieldwork study. 

The material gathered may be 
superficial; where a questionnaire 
lS highly standardized, Important 
differences between respondents I 
viewpoints may be glossed over. 

Responses may be what people 
profess to believe rather than 
what they actually believe. 

Many aspects of SOCial life cannot 
be brought into the laboratory. 

The responses of those studied 
may be alIected by their 
experimental situation. 

The researcher is dependent on 
the sources that exist, which may 
be partial. 

The sources may be difficult to 
interpret in terms of how far they 
represent real tendencies, as in 
the case of some offiCial 
statistics. 

or set those individual women's voices into 
their wider societal context. Sociologists 
have to be prepared to use the most 
appropriate methods for the questions they 
want to answer. 

interviews as his main research methods. 
Here, the investigator hangs out, works or 
lives with a group, organization or commu
nity and perhaps takes a direct part in their 
activities. Where it is successful. ethnogra
phy provides information on the behaviour 
of people in groups, organizations and 
communiti es, and also on how those 
people understand their own behaviour. 
Once we see how things look from inside a 
given group, we are likely to develop a 
better understanding not only of that group, 
but of social processes that transcend the 
situation under study. Ethnography is one 

Next, we look at the various research 
methods sociologists commonly employ in 
their work (see table 2.3). 

Ethnography 

Laud Humphreys used ethnography , a type 
of fieldwork, or first-hand study of people, 
using participant observation and/or 



Tell Me .\?out the 
experience of livin~ in uni'\'i 
with nqture, like your tnv.1 

.ncestors thous.nds of 
ye.rs \?e-\'ore you. 

of a number of qualitative research 
methods used in sociology that aims to 
gain an in·depth knowledge and under· 
standing of relatively small· scale social 
phenomena. 

In recent years, sociologists have made 
use of focus groups, which have previously 
been widely used in marketing and surveys 
of political attitudes, as a qualitative 
research method. Focus groups are essen
tially 'group interviews' in which a particu· 
lar group of people - usually between four 
and ten individuals - are gathered together 
to discuss a subject and exchange views. 
The researcher acts as a moderator but also 
asks specific questions relating to the 
research study, to direct the discussion. 
Focus groups can increase the size of a 
sample quite easily and because of their 
interactive nature, any possible misunder
standings can be clarified, thereby increas· 
ing the validity of a study's findings. 
However, critics point out that the 
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researcher in a focus group is more partici
pant than detached observer and may well 
influence the responses of the group. There 
is therefore a danger that participants will 
perform according to their perception of the 
researcher's expectations. 

In the traditional works of ethnography, 
accounts were presented without very 
much information about the researchers 
themselves. This was because it was 
believed that an ethnographer could pres
ent objective pictures of the societies they 
studied. More recently. ethnographers have 
increasingly tended to talk about them· 
selves and the nature of their connection to 
the people under study. Sometimes, for 
example, it might be a matter of trying to 
consider how one's race, class or gender 
affected the work, or how the power differ
ences between observer and observed 
distorted the dialogue between them. 

For a long while, it was usual for research 
based on participant observation to exclude 
any account ofthe hazards or problems that 
had to be overcome, but more recently the 
published reminiscences and diaries of 
fieldworkers have been more open about 
them. Frequently, feelings of loneliness 
must be coped with - it is not easy to fit into 
a social context or community where you do 
not really belong. The researcher may be 
constantly frustrated because the members 
of the group refuse to talk frankly about 
themselves; direct queries may be 
welcomed in some contexts but met with a 
chilly silence in others. Some types of field
work may even be physically dangerous; for 
instance, a researcher studying a delinquent 
gang might be seen as a police informer or 
might become unwittingly embroiled in 
conflicts with rival gangs. 

Ethnographic studies also have other 
major limitations. Only fairly small groups 
or communities can be studied and much 
depends on the skill of the researcher in 
gaining the confidence of the individuals 
involved. Without this skill, the research is 
unlikely to get off the ground at all. The 
reverse is also possible. A researcher could 
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In fieldwork, sociologists have to become 
close to the communities they are studying, 
but not so close that they lose their outsider's 
eye. 

begin to identify so closely with the group 
that he or she becomes too much of an 
'insider' and loses the perspective of an 
outside observer. 

Surveys 

Interpreting field studies usually involves 
problems of generalization. Since only a 
small number of people are under study, we 
cannot be sure that what is found in one 
context will apply in other situations as 

well, or even that two different researchers 
would come to the same conclusions when 
studying the same group. This is usually less 
of a problem in survey research. In a 
survey, questionnaires are either sent out 
or adm inistered directly in interviews to a 
selected group of people - sometimes as 
many as several thousand. Sociologists 
refer to this group of people, whatever its 
size, as a population. Whilst ethnographic 
work is well suited to in -depth studies of 
small slices of social life, survey research 
tends to produce information that is less 
detailed but which can usually be applied 
over a broader area. Surveys are the most 
widely used type of quantitative research 
method, allowing social phenomena to 
be measured and then analysed using 
mathematical models and statist ical 
techniques. 

Many government bodies and private 
polling agencies also make extensive use of 
surveys to gain knowledge of people's atti
tudes and voting intentions. These may be 
conducted through face-to-face interviews, 
telephone calls, postal questionnaires and, 
increasingly, online, via the Internet and 
email. Whichever method is adopted, the 
great advantage of surveys is that they allow 
researchers to collect large amounts of 
comparable data, which can be manipu
lated, usually using computer software, to 
find out whether there are any significant 
correlations between variables. 

Standardized, open-ended, semi
structured questionnaires 

Three types of questionnaire are used in 
surveys. Some contain a standardized, or 
fixed-choice, set of questions, to which only 
a fixed range of responses is possible - for 
instance, ' Yes / No / Don't know' or' Very likely 
/ Likely / Unlikely / Very unlikely'. Such 
surveys have the advantage that responses 
are easy to count and compare, since only a 
small number of categories are involved. On 
the other hand, because they do not allow 
for subtleties of opinion or verbal expres
sion, the information they yield is likely to 



be restricted in scope and sometimes 
misleading. 

Other questionnaires are open-ended: 
respondents have more opportunity to 
express their views in their own words and 
are not limited to making fixed -choice 
responses. Open-ended questionnaires 
typically provide more detailed information 
than standardized ones. The researcher can 
follow up answers to probe more deeply 
into what the respondent thinks. On the 
other hand, the lack of standardization 
means that responses may be more difficult 
to compare statistically. 

A very popular and widely used compro
mise between these two is the semi
structured interview questionnaire, which 
presents some standardized questions - the 
data from which may be analysed statisti
cally later - but also includes interview 
prompts for more in-depth answers and 
sometimes allows interviewees to stray from 
the schedule when necessary. Semi-struc
tured interview schedules tend to pursue 
relevant research themes rather than highly 
specific, researcher-defined questions. 

Questionnaire items are normally listed 
so that a team of interviewers can ask the 
questions and record responses in the same 
predetermined order. All the items must be 
readily understandable to interviewers and 
interviewees alike. In the large national 
surveys undertaken regularly by govern
ment agencies and research organizations, 
interviews are carried out more or less 
simultaneously across the whole country. 
Those who conduct the interviews and 
those who analyse the results could not do 
their work effectively if they constantly had 
to check with each other about ambiguities 
in the questions or answers. 

Questionnaires should also take into 
consideration the characteristics of respon
dents. Will they see the point the researcher 
has in mind in asking a particular question? 
Have they enough information to answer 
usefully? Will they answer at all? The terms 
of a questionnaire might be unfamiliar to 
the respondents. For instance, the question 
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'What is your marital status?' might baffle 
some people. It would be more appropriate 
to ask, J\re you single, married, separated, or 
divorced?' Most surveys are preceded by 
pilot studies in order to pick up problems 
not anticipated by the investigator. A pilot 
study is a trial run in which just a few people 
complete a questionnaire. Any difficulties 
can then be ironed out before the main 
survey is done. 

Sampling 

Often sociologists are interested in the char
acteristics oflarge numbers of individuals 
for example, the political attitudes of the 
British population as a whole. It would be 
impossible to study all these people directly, 
so in such situations researchers engage in 
sampling - they concentrate on a sample, or 
small proportion, of the overall group. One 
can usually be confident that results from a 
population sample, as long as it was prop
erly chosen, can be generalized to the total 
population. Studies of only two to three 
thousand voters, for instance, can give a 
very accurate indication ofthe attitudes and 
voting intentions of the entire population. 
But to achieve such accuracy, a sample must 
be representative : the group of individuals 
studied must be typical of the population as 
a whole. Representative sampling is more 
complex than it might seem, and statisti
cians have developed rules for working out 
the correct size and nature of samples. 

A particularly important procedure used 
to ensure that a sample is representative is 
random sampling, in which a sample is 
chosen so that every member of the popula
tion has the same probability of being 
included. The most sophisticated way of 
obtaining a random sample is to give each 
member of the population a number and 
then use a computer to generate a random 
list, from which tlle sample is derived - for 
instance, by picking every tenth number. 

One famous early example of survey 
research was called, 'The People's Choice?', 
a study carried out by Paul Lazarsfeld 
and colleagues more than 60 years ago 
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(Lazarsfeld et al. 1948). This study, which 
investigated the voting intentions of resi
dents of Erie County, Ohio, during the 1940 
campaign for the US presidency, pioneered 
several of the main techniques of survey 
research in use to this day. In order to probe 
a little more deeply than a single question
naire could do, the team interviewed each 
member of a sample of voters on seven 
separate occasions. The aim was to trace 
and understand the reasons for changes in 
voting attitudes. 

The research had a number of hypotheses 
to test. One was that relationships and 
events close to voters in a community can 
influence voting intentions more than 
distant world affairs, and the findings on the 
whole confirmed this. The researchers 
developed sophisticated measurement 
techniques for analysing political attitudes; 
yet their work also made significant contri
butions to theoretical thinking. The study 
showed that some individuals - opinion 
leaders - tend to shape the political opin
ions of those around them. People's views 
are not formed in a direct fashion, but in a 
two-step process. In the first step, opinion 
leaders react to political events; in the 
second step, those leaders influence people 
around them - relatives, friends and 
colleagues. The views expressed by opinion 
leaders, filtered through personal relation
ships, then influence the responses of other 
individuals towards political issues of the 
day. This study shows that good survey 
research does more than simply describe 
social phenomena, it can also aid our theo
retical understanding. 

There are other types of sampling that are 
used by sociologists. In some types of 
research, it may be necessary to use conven
ience sampling. This means taking your 
sample from wherever you can! Because 
convenience sampling is less systematic 
and rigorous than other types, the results it 
generates have to be treated with caution. 
Nonetheless, in applied research or studies 
of hard-to-reach social groups who may be 
reluctant to come forward (substance 

misusers or people who self-harm, for 
example), it may be the only practical way of 
gathering an adequate sample. Simi larly, 
snowball sampling, in which existing parti
cipants are used to recruit other partici
pants (usually via their own network of 
contacts and friends) is a tried and tested 
method of gaining access to a larger sample 
than would otherwise be the case. 

Advantages and disadvantages of 
surveys 

Surveys are widely used in sociological 
research, for several reasons. Responses to 
questionnaires can be more easily quanti
fied and analysed than material generated 
by most other research methods; large 
numbers of people can be studi ed; and, 
given sufficient funds, researchers can 
employ an agency specializing in survey 
wor k to collect the responses. The 
scientific method is the model for this kind 
of research, as surveys give researchers a 
statistica l measure of what they are 
studying. 

Many sociologists today, however, are 
critical of the survey method. They argue 
that an appearance of precision can be given 
to findings whose accuracy may be dubious, 
given the relatively shallow nature of most 
survey responses. Levels of non-response 
are sometimes high, especially when ques
tionnaires are sent and returned through 
the mail. It is not uncommon for studies to 
be published, based on results derived from 
little over half of those in a sample, although 
normally an effort is made to re-contact 
non-respondents or to substitute other 
people. Little is known about those who 
choose not to respond to surveys or refuse 
to be interviewed, but survey research is 
often experienced as intrusive and time
consuming. 

Experiments 

An experiment can be defined as an 
attempt to test a hypothesis under highly 
controlled conditions established by an 



2.2 Statistical terminolo!JV 

Research in sociology often makes use of 
statistical techniques in the analysis of findings. 
Some are highly sophisticated and complex, 
but those most often used are easy to 
understand. The most common are measures 
of central tendency (ways of calculating 
averages) and correlation coefficients 
(measures of the degree to which one variable 
relates consistently to another). 

There are three methods of calculating 
averages, each of which has certain 
advantages and shortcomings. Take as an 
example the amount of personal wealth 
(including all assets such as houses, cars, bank 
accounts and investments) owned by 13 
individuals. Suppose they own the following 
amounts: 

1. £000 (zero) 
2 £5,000 
3. £10,000 
4. £20,000 
5. £40,000 
6. £40 ,000 
7. £40,000 
8. £80,000 
9. £100,000 

10. £150,000 
11. £200,000 
12. £400,000 
13. £10,000,000 

The mean corresponds to the average, arrived 
at by adding together the personal wealth of all 
13 people and dividing the result by 13. The 
total is £11,085,000; dividing this by 13, we 
reach a mean of £852,692.31. This mean is often 
a useful calculation because it is based on the 
whole range of data provided. However, it can 
be misleading where one or a small number of 
cases are very different from the majority In the 
above exanlple, the mean is not in fact an 
appropriate measure of central tendency, 
because the presence of one very large figure, 
£ 1 0,000,000. skews the picture. One might get 
the impression when using the mean to 
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sununarize this data that most of the people o\'m far 
more than they actually do. 

In such instances, one of two other measures 
may be used. The mode is the figure that occurs 
most frequently in a given set of data. In our 
example, it is £40,000. The problem with the mode 
is that it does not take into account the overall 
distribution of the data - i.e., the range of figures 
covered. The most frequently occurring case ID a 
set of figures is not necessarily representative of 
their distribution as a whole and thus may not be a 
useful average. In this case, £40,000 is too close to 
the lower end of the figures. 

The third measure is the median, which is the 
middle of any set of figures ; here, this would be the 
seventh figure, again £40,000. Our example gives 
an odd number of figures: 13. If there had been an 
even number - for instance, 12 - the median would 
be calculated by taking the mean of the two middle 
cases, figures 6 and 7. Like the mode, the median 
gives no idea of the actual range of the data 
measmed. 

Sometimes a researcher Vvill use more than one 
measure of central tendency to avoid giving a 
deceptive picture of the average. More often, he 
will calculate the standard deviation for the data in 
question. This is a way of calculating the degree of 
dispersal, or the range, of a set of figures - which 
in this case goes from zero to £10,000,000. 

Correlation coefficients offer a useful way of 
expressing how closely cormected two (or more) 
variables are. VVhere two variables correlate 
completely, we can speak of a perfect positive 
correlation, expressed as 1.0. VVhere no relation is 
found between two variables - they have no 
consistent cormection at all- the coefficient is zero. 
A perfect negative correlation, expressed as 21 .0, 
exists when two variables are in a completely 
inverse relation to one another. Perieet correlations 
are never found in the social sciences. Correlations 
of the order of 0.6 or more, whether positive or 
negative, are usually regarded as indicating a 
strong degree of cormection between whatever 
variables are being analysed. Positive correlations 
on this level might be found between, say, social 
class background and voting behaviour. 
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Classic Studies 2.1 The social psychology of prison life 

The research problem 
Most people have not experienced life in prison 
and find it hard to imagine how they would cope 
'inside' . How would you fare? Could you work as 
a prison officer? What kind of a prison officer 
would you be? A disciplinarian maybe? Or 
perhaps you would adopt a more humanitarian 
approach to your prisoners? In 1971, a research 
team led by Philip Zimbardo decided to try and 
find out what impact prison would have on 
'ordinary people' . 

In a study funded by the US Navy, Zimbardo 
set out to test the 'dispositional hypothesis', 
which dominated within the armed forces. This 
hypothesis suggested that constant conflicts 
between prisoners and guards were due to the 
individual characters of the guards and inmates -
their personal dispositions. Zimbardo thought 
this may be wrong and set up an experimental 
prison to find out. 

Zimbardo's explanation 
Zimbardo's research team set up a fake jail at 
Stanford Universi~ advertised for male 
volunteers to participate in a study of prison life 
and selected 24 mainly middle-class students 
who did not know each other prior to the 
experiment. Each participant was then randomly 
assigned as guard or prisoner. Following a 
standard induction process which involved 
being stripped naked, de-loused and 
photographed, also naked, prisoners stayed in 
jail 24 hours a day; but guards worked shifts and 
went home in between times. Standardized 
uniforms were used for both roles. The aim was 
to see how playing these different roles would 
lead to changes in attitude and behaviour. The 
results shocked the investigators. 

Students who played at being guards quickly 
assumed an authoritarian manner; they 
displayed real hostility towards the prisoners, 
ordering them around and verbally abusing and 
bullying them The prisoners, by contrast, 
showed a mixture of apathy and rebelliousness -
a response often noted among inmates in real 
prisons. These effects were so marked and the 
level of tension so high that the 14-day 
experiment had to be called off after just 6 days 

Reaction to the mock prison regime during the 
Stanford prison experiment led to one inmate 
staging a hunger strike to be let out. 

because of the distress of the participants. Even 
before this, five 'prisoners' were released 
because of extreme anxiety and emotional 
problems. Many 'guards', though, were unhappy 
that the study had ended prematurely 

On the basis of the findings, Zimbardo 
concluded that the dispositional hypothesis 
could not account for the participants' reactions. 
Instead, he proposed an alternative 'situational' 
explanation - behaviour in prisons is influenced 
by the prison situation itself, not by the individual 
characteristics of those involved. In particular, 
the expectations attached to the roles being 
played tended to shape behaviour. Some of the 
guards' behaviour had deteriorated - they 
treated prisoners badly; regularly handing out 
punishments and appearing to take pleasure in 
the distress of the prisoners. Zimbardo suggests 



that this is due to the power relationships the jail 
had established. Their control over prisoners' 
lives very quickly became a source of enjoyment 
for the guards. On the other hand, following a 
short period of rebelliousness, prisoners very 
rapidly exhibited a 'learned helplessness' and 
dependency As researchers, the study tells us 
something important about why social 
relationships very often deteriorate within 
prisons and, by implication, other 'total 
institutions' (Goffman 1968 [1961]). This has little 
to do with individual personalities and much 
more to do with the prison environment and the 
social roles within it. 

Critical points 
Critics argue that there were real ethical 
problems with the study Participants were not 
given full information about the purpose of the 
research and it is therefore questionable 
whether they could really have given 'informed 
consent'. Should the study even have been 
allowed to go ahead? The sample selected was 
clearly not representative of the population as a 
whole; all were students and male. Generalizing 
about the effects of 'prison life' would therefore 
be very difficult with such a small and 
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unrepresentative sample. A final criticism is that 
the constructed situation may invalidate the 
findings. For example, participants knew their 
imprisonment would only last 14 days and they 
were paid $15 a day for their participation. 
Established problems of prisons such as racism 
and involuntary homosexuality were also absent. 
Critics say that the experiment is therefore not a 
meaningful comparison with real prison life. 

Contemporary significance 
In spite of the somewhat artificial situation - it 
was an experiment, after all - Zimbardo's 
findings have been widely referred to since the 
1970s. For example, Zygmunt Bauman's (1989) 
Modernity and the Holocaust draws on this study 
to help explain the behaviour of inmates and 
guards in Nazi-run concentration camps in the 
Second World War. Just as importantly; the 
general thesis emerging from the research - that 
institutional settings can shape social relations 
and behaviour - continues to inform 
contemporary sociological studies, such as 
those investigating care homes for older people, 
residential homes for disabled people and many 
more. 

investigator. Experiments are often used in 
the natural sciences, as they offer major 
advantages over other research procedures. 
In an experimental situation the researcher 
directly controls the circumstances being 
studied. Psychologists studying individual 
behaviour also use laboratory-based exper
imentation extensively. However, compared 
with these disciplines, the scope fo r experi
mentation in sociology is quite restricted. 
Most sociological studies, even those of 
individual actions, look to investigate the 
relationship between micro~ and macroso
cial phenomena. To remove individuals 
from their social context for the purposes of 
experimentation effectively prevents this. 

small groups of individuals can be brought 
into a laboratory setting, and in such exper
iments people know that they are being 
studied and may not behave normally. Such 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What is your first re sponse to the 
Zimbardo study - can such an 

e xperimental situation really reproduce 
the authentic experie nce of a prison? 

Which aspects of the prison experience 
could an experiment never replicate? 
Thinking more critically now, should 

social scientists be allowed to 
'experiment' on human be ings at all? If 
not, does that me an there are things we 

will just never know about? If they 
Sometimes, sociologists may want to 

explore group dynamics - the way individu
als behave when in groups - and experi
ments may then be possible. However, only 

should, what limits should there be on 
such experime nts? 



58 ASKING AND ANSWERING SOCIOLOGICAL QUE STIO NS 

changes in subject behaviour are referred to 
as the 'Hawthorne effect'. In the 1930s, 
researchers conducting a work-productivity 
study at the Western Electric Company's 
Hawthorne plant near Chicago found to 
their surprise that worker productivity 
continued to rise regardless of which exper
imental conditions were imposed (levels of 
lighting, break patterns, work team size and 
so forth ). The workers were conscious of 
being und e r scrutiny and accelerated 
their natural work pace. Nevertheless, as 
'Classic Studies 2.1' shows, we can still learn 
things about social life from small-scale 
experiments. 

Biographical research 

In contrast to experiments, biographical 
research belongs purely to sociology and 
the other social sciences; it has no place in 
natural science. Biographical research has 
become much more popular and widely 
used in sociology in recent decades and 
includes oral histories, narratives, autobi
ographies, biographies and life histories 
(Bryman 2008). These methods are used to 
explore how individuals experience social 
life and periods of social change, and how 
they interpret their relationships with 
others in the context of a changing world. In 
this way, biographical methods allow new 
voices to enter sociological research; life 
histories are an example of such research 
methods. 

Life hi stories consist of biographical 
material assembled about particular indi
viduals - usually as recalled by the individu
als themselves. Life histories have been 
successfully employed in studies of major 
importance. One celebrated early study was 
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, 
by W. I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki, the 
five volumes of which were first published 
between 1918 and 1920 (Thom as a nd 
Znaniecki 1966). Thomas and Znaniecki 
were able to provide a more sensitive and 
subtle account of the experience of migra
tion than would have been possible without 

the interviews, letters and newspaper arti
cles they collected. 

Other procedures of research do not 
usually yield as much information as the 
life-h istory method does about the devel
opment of beliefs and attitudes over time. 
Life-historical studies rarely rely wholly on 
people's memories, however. No rmally, 
sources such as letters, contemporary 
reports and newspaper descriptions are 
used to expand on and check the valid
ity of the information that individuals 
provide. 

Sociologists' views differ on the value of 
biographical methods. Some feel they are 
too unreliable to provide useful informa
tion, but others believe they offer sources of 
insight that few other research methods can 
match. Indeed, so me sociologists have 
begun to offer refl ections on their own lives 
within their research studies, as a way of 
offering insights into the origins and devel
opment of their theoretical assumptions 
(see Mouzelis 1995). 

Comparative research 

The research methods described so far are 
generally applied in a comparative context. 
Comparative research is of central impor
tance in sociology, because making 
comparisons allows us to clarify what is 
going on in a particular area of research. Let 
us take the rate of divorce in many devel
oped societies- - i.e. the number of divorces 
granted each year - as an example. In the 
early 1960s there were fewer than 30,000 
divorces per year in the UK; by the early 
1980s thi s figure had risen to around 
160,000 or more. Do these changes reflect 
specific features of British society? We can 
find out by comparing divorce rates in the 
UK with those of other countries. Such a 
comparison reveals that compared to most 
other Western societies the overall trends 
are similar. A majori ty of Western countries 
have experienced steadily climbing divorce 
rates over the past half century. 



Historical analysis 

As discussed in chapter 1, a histori cal 
perspective is often essential in sociological 
research. For we frequently need a time 
perspective to make sense of the material we 
collect about a particular problem. 

Sociologists commonly want to investi
gate past events directly. Some periods of 
history can be studied in a direct way while 
there are still survivors around - such as in 
the case of the Holocaust in Europe during 
the Second World War. Research in oral 
history means interviewing people about 
events they witnessed at some point earlier 
in their lives. This kind of research work, 
obviously, can only stretch at the most some 
60 or 70 years back in time. 

Fo r his torical research on an earlier 
period, sociologists use documentary 
research from written reco rd s, often 
con tained in the special co llections of 
libraries or archives. The range of useful 
documents is extensive, taking in perso nal 
so urces such as diaries; official sources 
such as policy documents, records of births 
and deaths and tax records; documents 
from private bodies like businesses and 
voluntary organizations; as well as maga
zines and newspapers. Depending on the 
research question. historical documents 
such as these can all constitute primary 
sources, just as much as the data recorded 
in interviews with war survivors. However, 
historical sociologists also make much use 
of secondary sources: accounts of histori
cal events written by people afterwards. 
Most documentary studies make use of 
both types. However, sociologists face the 
same issues as historians when they make 
use of such sources. How authentic are the 
documents? Is the information within them 
reliable? Do they represent only a partial 
viewpoint? Documentary research requires 
a patient, systematic approach to sources 
and their interpretation. 

An inte resting example of the use of 
historical documents is sociologist Anthony 
Ashworth's study of trench warfare during 
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the First World Wa r (Ashworth 1980). 
Ashworth was concerned with analysing 
what life was like for men who had to endure 
being under constant fire, crammed in close 
proximity for weeks on end . He drew on a 
diversity of documentary sources: official 
histories of the war, including those written 
abo ut different military di visions an d 
battalions; official publications of the time; 
the notes and records kept informally by 
individual soldiers; and personal accounts 
of war experiences. By drawing on such a 
variety of sources, Ashworth was able to 
develop a rich and detailed description of 
li fe in the trenches. He discovered that most 
soldiers formed their own ideas about how 
often they intended to engage in combat 
with the enemy and often effect ively 
ignored the commands of their officers. For 
example, on Christmas Day, German and 
Allied soldiers suspended hostilities, and in 
one place the two sides even staged an 
informal soccer match. 

Comparative-historical research 

Ashworth's research concentra ted on a rela
tively short time period, but there have been 
many studies that have investigated social 
change over much lon ger periods and 
applied comparative research in that histor
ical context. One of the more recent modern 
classics of comparative historical sociol
ogy is Theda Skocpol's (1979) analysis of 
social revolutions, discussed in 'Classic 
Studies 2.2 '. 

Sociological research in 
the real world 

All research methods, as was stressed 
earlier, have their advantages and limita
tions. Hence, it is common to combine 
severa l methods in a single piece of 
research, using each to supplement and 
check on the others, in a process known as 
triangulation. We can see the value of 
combining methods - and, mo re generally, 
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Classic Studies Z.Z Theda Skocpol's comparison of social revolutions 

The research problem 
As all students of sociology and history are 
taught. the French Revolution of 1789 
transformed France forever But why did it 
happen then and not at some other time? Was it 
an historical accident or was it inevitable? The 
early twentieth-century revolutions in China and 
Russia not only turned those countries into 
communist societies, but significantly shaped the 
direction of the modern world itself. Again, why 
did they happen then? What caused them? The 
American sociologist Theda Skocpol (1947- ), 
set out to address these questions and to 
uncover the similarities and differences between 
them. Skocpol set herself an ambitious task: to 
produce a theory of the origins and nature of 
revolution grounded in detailed empirical study 
The result was a book, published as States and 
Soclai RevoiutJODS (1979) , that is now one of the 
classic studies of long-term social 
transformation. 

Skocpol's explanation 
Skocpollooked at the processes of revolution in 
three different historical contexts: the 1789 
French Revolution (1786-1800) : the 1917 
revolutions in Russia (1917-21) and the 
revolutionary period in China (1911-49). Given 
the essentially historical questions she asked, 
her main method was the use and careful 
interpretation of a range of primary and 
secondary documentary sources. Although 
there are many differences between the three 
cases of revolution, Skocpol argues that their 
underlying structural causes are in fact similar. 
She rejects the Marxist idea that revolutions are 
the product of mass (class-based) movements 
with deep grievances. Instead, she agrees with 
the thesis that, 'revolutions are not made, they 
come'. That is, social revolutions are largely the 
result of the unintended consequences of 
intentional human action. Before the Russian 
Revolution, for instance, various political groups 

Social unrest does not necessarily lead to revolution. It is unclear what the outcome of protests in Tibet 
against Chinese rule will be. 



were trying to overthrow the pre-existing 
regime, but none of these - including the 
Bolsheviks, who eventually came to power -
anticipated the revolution that occurred. A series 
of clashes and confrontations gave rise to a 
process of social transformation much deeper 
and more radical than anyone had foreseen. 

Skoepol's explanation is that all three 
revolutions occurred in predominantly agrarian 
societies and were made possible only when the 
existing state structures (administrative and 
military) were breaking down as they came 
under intense competitive pressure from other 
states. In this context, it was peasant revolts and 
mass mobilizations that brought about social 
revolutions in France, China and Russia. Thus 
Skocpol argued against the widespread notion 
that peasants were not a 'revolutionary class'. 
Some similarities with other revolutions in 
Vietnam, Cuba, Mexico and Yugoslavia can also 
be seen. Skocpol's causal explanation focuses 
on state structures; as these began to break 
down, a power vacuum was created and states 
lost their legitimacy, enabling revolutionary 
forces to take power. 

Skocpol's research makes use of the 'logic of 
scientific experiment' for comparative studies, 
outlined by John Stuart Mill in the mid-nineteenth 
century Skocpol adopts Mill's 'method of 
similarity', taking three similar events 
(revolutions) in very different national contexts. 
This allows her to look for possible key 
similarities across the three cases which can be 
identified as independent variables and thus, 
help to explain the causes of political revolutions. 

Critical points 
Some of Skocpol's critics have raised questions 
about her thesis's structural argument. This, they 
say, leaves little room for active agency on the 
part of people. How did peasant groups revolt? 
Did leaders not play a part in the revolutions? 

Asking and Answering Sociological Questions 

Could things have turned out differently if 
individual actors and groups had chosen 
alternative courses of action? Are individuals so 
powerless to influence change in the face of 
structural pressures? A further criticism is of 
Skocpol's notion of 'cause' in this context. Some 
have argued that what her argument amounts to 
is really a set of sophisticated generalizations in 
relation to the cases she studied. And although 
such generalizations work quite well for these 
specific cases. this is not the same thing as a 
general causal theory of social revolutions. So, 
critics say, despite setting out to discover the 
underlying causes and nature of social 
revolutions, in the end, Skocpol's study showed 
that each revolution has to be studied in its own 
right. 

Contemporary significance 
Skocpol's study has become a modern classic 
for two reasons. First, it developed a powerful 
causal explanation of revolutionary change, 
which emphasized the underlying social 
structural conditions of revolution. Such a strong 
central thesis was, nevertheless, underpinned by 
very detailed analysis of primary and secondary 
documentary sources. Hence, Skocpol 
successfully demonstrated that comparative
historical sociology could combine the study of 
large-scale, long-tenn social change with the 
empirical investigation of historical events' on 
the ground'. In essence, she brought together 
the macro- and rnicrosociological aspects into 
one theoretical framework Second, Skocpol 
made a very significant contribution to our 
understanding of revolutions. She showed that 
there are enough similarities across different 
revolutions to warrant pursuing general theories 
of social change. In this way, her thesis helped to 
bridge the gap between mainstream historical 
studies and the sociology of revolutions. 

the problems and pitfalls of real sociological 
research - by looking once again at Laud 
Humphreys' Tearoom Trade. 

for him to find this out, because all he could 
really do in the toilets was observe. The 
norm of silence in the toilets made it 
difficult to ask any questions, or even to talk. 
In addition, it would have been very odd if 
he had begun to ask personal questions of 

One of the questions that Humphreys 
wanted to answer was: 'What kind of men 
came to the tearooms?' But it was very hard 
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people who basically wanted to be anony
mous. 

Humphreys' solution was to try to find 
out more about the men in the 'tearooms' 
using survey methods. Standing by the door 
of the toilets, he would write down the car 
number-plates of people who pulled up to 
the car park and went into the toilets for sex. 
He then gave the numbers to a friend 
who worked at the Department of Motor 
Vehicles, securing the addresses of the men. 

Months later, Washington University in St 
Louis, in the United States, where Laud was 
working, was conducting a door-to-door 
survey of sexual habits. Humphreys asked 
the principal investigators in that survey if 
he could add the names and addresses of 
his sample of tearoom participants. 
Humphreys then disguised himself as one 
of the investigators and went to interview 
these men at their homes, supposedly just 
to ask only the survey questions but actually 
also to learn more about their social back
grounds and lives. He found that most of 
these men were married and otherwise led 
very conventional lives. He often inter
viewed wives and other family members as 
well. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Do you think Zimbardo's project would 
be allowed today? On reflection, should 
such projects be allowed in sociology at 

all? Considering Laud Humphreys' 
study of tearooms and Zimbardo's 

prison experiment, can the knowledge 
benefits of a research study ever justify 

compromising a researcher's own 
ethical position? 

Restating the obvious? 

Because sociologists often study things that 
we have some personal experience of, one 
can sometimes wonder if sociology is 
merely 'a painful elaboration of the obvious' 
(Wright 2000). Is sociology merely a restate
ment, in abstract jargon, of things we 

already know? Is itsimplythe tedious defini
tion of social phenomena with which we are 
already familiar' Sociology at its worst can 
be all of these things, but it is never appro
priate to judge any discipline by what its 
worst practitioners do. In fact, good sociol
ogy sharpens our understanding of the 
obvious (Berger 1963) or it completely 
transforms our com.mon sense. In either 
event, good sociology is neither tedious nor 
a restatement o[the obvious. Discussions of 
a new topic in this text sometimes begin 
with definitions of things that you may 
already understand. It is necessary for any 
academic discipline to define its terms. 
However, when we define a family, for 
example, as a unit of people who are related 
to one another, we do so not as an endpoint 
but instead as a beginning. Without defining 
OllI terms, we often cannot move forward to 
sharper levels of understanding later on -
good sociology never defines terms as an 
end in itself. 

The influence of sociology 

Sociological research is rarely of interest 
only to the intellectual community of soci
ologists. For a start, much sociological 
research funding comes from government 
sources and is directly linked to social issues 
and problems. Many studies of crime and 
deviance, for example, target specific 
offences or types of offender with a view to 
gaining a better knowledge so that the social 
problems associated with crime can be 
tackled more effectively. Sociologists also 
work with voluntary agencies, public bodies 
and businesses, bringing their research 
skills to bear on matters of interest not just 
to the sociologist. A fair amount of this work 
is applied social research, which does not 
simply aim to produce better knowledge, 
but also seeks to inform interventions 
aimed at improving social life. A study of the 
effects on children of parental alcohol use, 
for example, may be interested in whether a 
particular treatment programme has any 
effect on reducing alcoholism. Sociology's 
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impact is not restricted to policy-oriented 
research, however. 

logical investigation. A way of describing 
this phenomenon, using the technical 
concepts of sociology, is to say that sociol
ogy stands in a 'refl exive relation' to the 
human beings whose behaviour is studied. 
Reflexivity, as we shall see in chapter 3, 
describes the interchange between socio 
logical research and human behaviour. We 
should not be surprised that sociological 
find in gs ofte n corre late close ly with 
common sense. The reason is not simply 
that socio logy comes up with fin di ngs 
we knew already; it is, rather, that sociologi
cal research continually infl uences what 
our common -sense knowledge of society 
actually is. 

The resul ts of sociological research are 
often d isseminated th roughout society. 
Sociology, it must be emphasized, is not just 
the study of societies; it is a significant 
element in the continuing life of those soci
eties. Take the transformations taking place 
in relation to marriage, sexuality and the 
family (discussed in chapters 9 and 14). Few 
people do not have some knowledge of 
these changes, as a result of the filtering 
down of sociological research. Our thinking 
and behaviour are affected by socio logical 
knowledge in complex and often subtle 
ways, thus reshaping the very field of socio-

Summary points 

I . Sociologists investigate social life by posing 
distinct questions and trying to find the 
answers to these by syste matic rese arch. 
These questions may be factual, comparative, 
developmental or theoretical. 

2. All rese arch begins from a research problem, 
which interests or puzzle s the investigator. 
Gaps in the existing literature, theoretical 
debates, or practical issues in the social world 
may suggest research problems. There are a 
numbe r of clear steps in the development of 
research strategies - although these are rarely 
followed exactly in actual research. 

3. A causal relationship between two events or 
situations is one in which one event or 
situation brings about the other. This is more 
problematic than it seems at first. Causation 
must be distinguishe d from correlation, which 
refers to the existence of a regular 
relationship between two variables. A variable 
can be differences in age, income, crime 
rates , etc. We need to also distinguish 
independent variables from dependent 
variables. An independent variable is a 
variable that produces an effect on another. 
Sociologists often use controls to ascertain a 
causal re lationship. 

4 . In fieldwork or participant observation, the 
researcher spends lengthy periods of time 
with a group or community being studied. 
Survey research involve s sending or 
administering questionnaire s to samples of a 
larger population. Documentary research uses 
printed materials, from archives or other 
resources, as a source for information. Other 
research methods include experime nts, 
biographical methods, historical analysis and 
comparative research. 

5 . Each of these various methods of research has 
its limitations. For this reason, researchers will 
often combine two or more methods in the ir 
work, each being used to check or 
suppleme nt the material obtained from the 
others. This process is called triangulation. 

6 . Sociological re search ofte n poses ethical 
dilemmas. These may arise either where 
deception is practised against those who are 
the subjects of the research, or where the 
publication of research findings might 
adversely affect the feelings or lives of those 
studied. There is no entirely satisfactory way 
to deal with these issue s , but all researchers 
have to be se nsitive to the dilemmas they 
pose. 
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Further reading 

Books on research methods are very 
numerous, especially those pitched at 
introductory level students. This selection is 
therefore merely the tip of a large iceberg of 
literature. 

Novice researchers need a text that is both 
informative and practical, so something like 
Judith Bell's Doing Your Research Project: A 
Guide for First-time Researchers in Education, 
Health and Social Science, 4th edn 
(Buckingham: Open University Press, 2007) 
is a very good place to begin thinking about 
and planning a research project. Similarly, 
Keith F. Punch's Introduction to Social 
Research: Quantitative and Qualitative 
Approaches, 2nd edn (London: Sage 
Publications, 2005) does exactly what it says 
and covers a lot of issues and debates. Gary 
D. Bouma and Rod Ling's The Research 
Process, Fifth Edition (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 2005) is also an excellent 
introduction to research methods. 

For something more sophisticated and 
comprehensive, you could then try Aian 

Bryman's Social Research Methods, 3rd edn 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 
which has become very widely adopted by 
lecturers for their research methods courses. 
Tim May's Social Research: Issues, Methods and 
Process, 3rd edn (Buckingham: Open 
University Press, 2003) is a similarly much
used and reliable guide. 

One other book worth looking at is Darrell 
Huffs How to Lie with Statistics (London: 
Penguin Books Ltd, 1991), which is 
apparently the best-selling statistics book 
ever written (see J. M. Steele, 'Darrell Huff 
and fifty years of how to lie with statistics', 
Statistical Science, 20/3 (2005): 205- 9). This is 
probably because its irreverent tone makes it 
attractive to students. It is, however, an 
excellent guide to the misuse of statistical 
information in society, which carries a 
serious message. 

Finally, a good dictionary is usually a good 
investment, so Victor Jupp's The SAGE 

Dictionary of Social Research Methods 
(London: Sage Publications, 2006) is well 
worth consulting. 
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Internet links 

Ipsos MORI - a merged company (lpsos UK and 
MORI) focusing on market research and social 
research: 
www.ipsos-mori.com/ 

Intute - social science web resources for educa
tion and research: 
www.intute.ac. uk/ socialsciences / 

UK National Statistics Online, which includes 
lots of survey research, but other types as well: 
www.statistics.gov.uk/default.asp 

The UK Data Archive - a centre of expertise in 
relation to the collection and storage of data on 
a variety of subjects: 
www.data-archive.ac.uk/ 

CESSDA - Council of European Social Science 
Data Archives - houses many social science data 
archives from across Europe covering many 
types of research: 
www.nsd.uib.no/cessda/home.html 
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I n chapter 1 we saw that, like other scientific disciplines, sociologists need to 

devise abstract interpretations - theories - to explain the variety of facts and 

evidence they collect in their research studies. They also need to adopt a theo

retical approach at the outset of their empirical studies if they are to formulate 

adequate research questions and narrow down the search for evidence. But 

sociological theorizing does not take place in a vacuum outside the wider soci

ety. This is clear from the questions posed by the discipline's founders, which 

were closely tied to some of the major social issues of the day. For example, 

Marx sought to explain the dynamics ofthe capitalist economy and the causes 

of poverty and social inequality. Durkheim's studies investigated the character 
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of industrial society and the process of 
secularization. Weber tried to explain the 
emergence of capitalism and the conse
quences of modern bureaucratic forms of 
organization. And all three were concerned 
to understand what was unique about 
modern societies and where they were 
heading. Some sociologists continue to be 
motivated today by these ' big questions'. 

However, the central problems within 
societies seem to be changing, as are the soci
ological theories that aim to understand and 
explain them. What are the social and politi
cal consequences of globalization? How and 
why are gender relations being transformed? 
What is the future for multicultural societies? 
Indeed, what is the future for human popula
tions across the world in the light of dire 
scientific forecasts of global warming and 
other environmental problems? In order to 
address these new issues, sociologists have 
been forced to re-evaluate the utility of the 
classical perspectives and, where these are 
found wanting, to develop novel theories of 
their own. We will look at some of the latter in 
this chapter. Before that, we have to establish 
why a chapter dedicated to theory is needed 
and what you should expect from it. 

So what is left to do' This chapter rounds 
offan interlinked block of three at the start of 
the book. Taken together, the block provides 
a basic introduction to the discipline of soci
ology. In chapter 1 we explored what sociol
ogy - the study of human societies - adds to 
the sum total of scientific knowledge. Chap
ter 2 then presented some of the main 
research methods and techniques which 
sociologists use in their research - their 
'tools of the trade', as it were. And in this 
chapter, we provide a relatively brief account 
of the history and development of sociologi
cal theorizing, along with some of the 
central problems that have exercised gener
ations of sociologists since the nineteenth 
century. For all newcomers to sociology, 
such an historical perspective is vital. Not 
only will it help readers to understand better 
how the discipline emerged and changed 
into its current state, but it should prevent us 

all from trying too hard to reinvent the (theo
retical) wheel, when there is no need to do 
so. Critics of sociological theorizing - more 
than a few from within the discipline itself 
complain that too many 'new' theories are 
really 'old' theori es dressed up in new 
language. But an awareness of the develop 
ment of sociological theory can help us to 
avoid falling into this particular trap. 

Coming to terms with the array of theo
ries and perspectives in sociology is chal
lenging for those new to the discipline. It 
would be much easier if SOCiology had a 
central theory around which all sociologists 
could work, and for a time in the 1950s and 
'60s, the structural functionalist approach 
of Talcott Parsons did come close to being 
that central theory. However, as we saw in 
chapter I, this is just not the case today, as 
the present period of sociological theorizing 
is characterized by a diversity of theoretical 
approaches and perspectives. And of 
course, with such diversity co mes more 
competition and disagreement. All this 
makes the task of evaluating competing 
theories more difficult than it once was, but 
you should not be put off. Sociological theo
ries are necessary because without theory 
our understanding of social life would be 
very weak. Good theories help us to arrive at 
a deeper understanding of societies and to 
explain the social changes that affect us all. 

Robert K. Merton (1957) argued strongly 
for 'middle-range' theories that try to 
explain a specific aspect of social life, rather 
than grand theories aiming to explain large
scale social structures or th e historical 
development of modern societies (see 
chapter 1) . One reason why we might well 
agree with Merton is that itis very difficult to 
test grand theories by empirical research. 
But sociology can easily accommodate both 
types. Indeed, the insights we can garner 
from grand theo ries often makes the 
difficulties associated with empirical testing 
well worth the effort. Over the last decade or 
two, we have seen something of a return to 
grand theorizing as social scientists try to 
understand the momentous social, political 
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1750 Europ,,.n E, lightenment philosopher (750-1800) 

1800 Auguste Comte (1798-1857) Harriel Martineau (1802-76) 

1850 Karl Marx (1818-83) Her b -rt Sp -nwr (8: 190'1) 

1900 Emile DUrkheim (1858- 1917) 

Max Weber (1864-1920) 

Georg Simmel (1858-1918) Edmund serl (1859· 1938) 

1930 George H. Mead (1863-1931) Alfred Schulz (1899-1959) 

Chicago School (19205) Anlonio Gramsci (1891-1937) 

1940 Talcott Parsons (1902-79) 

Frankfurt School (1930) 

Simone de Beauvoir (1908-86) 

1950 Robert Merton (1910-2003) 

1960 Erving Goffman (1922-82) 

Betty Friedan (1921-2006) 

Howard Becker (1928- ) 

Harold Garfinkel (1917-) Norbert Elias (1897-1990) 

1970 Jiirgen Habermas (1929-) 

Michel Foucault (1926-·84) 

1980 Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) Immanuel Wallerslein (1930-) 

Jean Baudrillard (1929-20071 

1990 Anthony Giddens (1938- ) Ulrich Beck (1944- ) Judilh Buller (1956- ) 

Vandana Shiva (1952-) Zygmunt Bauman (1925-

2000 Manuel Caslells (1942- ) 

Key: 
Selected theorists associated with or inspired by the different sociological 
perspectives are identified thus: 

• Philosophical thinkers 
• Functionalism 

• Marxism 
• Interaction ism 

• Feminism 
• Postmodernism/poststructuralism 

• Theoretical syntheses 

Figure 3,1 Chronology of major sociological theorists and schools, 1750-2000 

and technological transformations of recent 
times (Skinner 1990). Such an enterprise has 
been part of the sociological tradition from 
the start, and it appears ever more neces
sary for it to continue in the rapidly global
izing world we live in today. 

Next, we trace the emergence of sociolog
ical theory and the establishment of the 

discipline of sociology through the work of 
the 'classical founders' and the traditions of 
enquiry they began, We then explore some 
key theoretical issues around which 
debates in sociological theory have 
focused, before ending the chapter with a 
lookatthewayin which the rapid and wide
ranging social changes since the 1970s have 
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forced sociologists to d e vise new 
approaches to their theorizing. Figure 3 .1 
provides a simple chronological chart, 
which illustrates the emergence and devel
opment of sociological theories and 
perspectives through certain influential 
theorists and schools. The place of individ
uaIs in the time-sequence is determined 
roughly by the date of their major publica
tion(s) and the place of schools by their date 
of formation. This is of course merely a 
selection and is not intended to be exhaus
tive. The chart aims to provide some key 
theoretical signposts, which can be referred 
to throughout the chapter and, indeed, the 
book as a whole. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Read carefully and reflect on the 
simplified chronology of theorists and 
schools in figure 3. 1. Why do you think 

there seem to be more attempts to 
produce theoretical syntheses, mixing 

elements from the different 
perspectives, at the present time than 

there were in the past? 

Towards sociology 

As we saw in chapter I, a sociological 
perspective was made possible by two revo
lutionary transformations. The Industrial 
Revolution of the late eighteenth and nine
teenth centuries radically transformed the 
material conditions of life and the ways of 
making livings forever, bringing with it, 
initially at least, many new social problems 
such as urban overcrowding, poor sanita
tion and accompanying disease and indus
trial pollution on an unprecedented scale. 
Social reformers looked for ways to mitigate 
and solve such problems, which led them to 
carry out research and gather evidence on 
the extent and nature of the problems to 
reinforce their case for change. 

The French Revolution of 1789 marked 
the symbolic end point of the older Euro
pean agrarian regime s and absolute 

monarchies as republican ideals of free
dom, liberry and citizenship rights came to 
the fore. This revolution is often seen as, in 
part, the outcome of mid-eighteenth
century European Enlightenment ideas 
that challenged religious and traditional 
authorities and promoted philosophical 
and scientific notions of reason, rationaliry 
and critical thinking as the keys to progress 
in human affairs. 

Enlightenment philosophers saw the 
advancement of reliable knowledge in the 
natural sciences, particularly in astronomy, 
physics and chemistry, as showing the way 
forward for the study of social life. The 
English physicist, Sir Isaac Newton 
(1643- 1727), was singled out as an exemplary 
scientist whose notions of Natural Law and 
scientific method appealed to Enlighten
ment scholars, who argued that such laws 
could be found (and should be sought using 
similar methods) in social and political life as 
well. 

Positivism and social evolution 

Auguste Comte saw the science of sociery 
(which he termed 'sociology') as essentially 
similar to natural science. His positivist 
approach was based on the principle of 
direct observation, which could be 
explained by theoretical statements based 
on establishing causal, law-like generaliza
tions. The task of sociology, according to 
Comte, was to gain reliable knowledge of 
the social world in order to make predic
tions about it, and, on the basis of those 
predictions, to intervene and shape social 
life in progressive ways. Comte's positivist 
philosophy was clearly inspired by what he 
saw as the fabulous predictive power of the 
natural sciences. Anyone who has watched 
(probably on television) NASA's space shut
ties taking off and spending days orbiting 
the Earth before landing in the manner of an 
aeroplane has witnessed this predictive 
power in action. Thinking about the differ
ent types of accurate knowledge that are 
required to achieve such a feat of science 



and engineering shows why the natural 
sciences are held in high regard. 

But could such reliabl e, predictive 
knowledge ever be achieved in relation to 
human beings? Most sociologists today 
think not and even fewer would use the 
term 'positivist' to describe their own work. 
Probably the main reason why so many 
sociologists reject Comtean positivism is 
because they see the idea of shaping and 
controlling people and societies as impos
sible, potentially dangerous or both. Critics 
say that self-conscious human beings 
cannot be studied in the same way as, say, 
frogs, because they are capable of acting in 
ways that confound our predictions abou t 
them. But even if Comte was right and 
humans could be scientifically studied, 
their behaviour forecast and interventions 
made to direct it in positive directions, who 
would decide what constitutes a 'positive 
direction'? Scientists themselves? Politi
cians? Religious authorities? The twentieth 
century saw many attempts to control 
human populations, including those of 
hard-line communist regimes based on 
'scientific Marxism' and fascist govern
ments drawing on theories of 'scientific 
racism' to justify mass murder. Social 
scientists today cannot un-know the 
appalling human consequences of such 
uses of scientific theories and there has 
been increasing scepticism about Comte's 
notion of sociology as a predictive science. 

Nevertheless, although Comte is not held 
in particularly high regard by most sociolo
gists today, it is important to remember his 
formative role in establishing the case for a 
science of society. 

See chapter 1, 'What is Sociology?'. for a 
wider discussion of Cornte's ideas. 

Comte's ideas were extremely influential 
and his theory of the development of the 
sciences was an inspiration to other 
thinkers working with theories of evolution
ary social development. Comte saw each 
science as passing through three stages: the 
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theological (or religious) , the metaphysical 
(or philosophical) and finally the positive 
(or scientific), with each stage representing 
a form of human mental development. He 
argued that the history of the sciences 
demonstrated this pattern of movement, 
with social life being the last area to move 
into the positive stage and sociology the 
final discipline. 

English philosopher and socio logist 
Herbert Spencer (1820- 1903) drew on 
Comte's ideas and was among the first to 
argue that, just as the world of nature was 
subject to biological evolution, so societies 
were subject to social evolution. This took 
the form of structural differentiation -
through which simple societies develop 
over time into more and more complex 
forms with an increasingly diverse array of 
separate social institutions; and functional 
adaptation - the way that societies accom
modate themselves to their environment. 
Spencer argued that it was through struc
tural differentiation that societies became 
functionally bette r adapted, a nd the 
industrial societies of the nin eteenth 
century were essentially demo nstrating a 
form of social evolution, emerging out of 
the more static and hierarchical societies 
that preceded them. Spencer also thought 
that the principle of 'survival of the fittest ' 
applied in social as well as biological 
evolution, and he was not in favour of state 
intervention to support the vulnerable or 
disadvantaged (Taylor 1992). 

Although Spencer's th eory of social 
evolution was widely known and his books 
were well received in his lifetime, like many 
other evolutionary theories in sociology, in 
the twentieth century his work fell into 
decline within the disciplin e and few soci
ology courses now make more than passing 
reference to him. His fate stands in stark 
contrast to another of the grand theorists of 
the nineteenth century, Karl Marx, whose 
influence, not only on SOCiology, but 
also on world history itself, it is hard to 
overestimate. 
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Karl Mane the capitalist 
revolution 

In chapter 1, Marx's basic ideas on class 
conflict and social change were introduced 
and at this point you may want to refresh 
your knowledge of these. Marx and his 
collaborator, Friedrich Engels, never 
considered themselves professional sociol
ogists. They did seek a scientific under
standing of society, however, and, from this, 
an explanation of long-term social change. 
Marx viewed the emergence of his social 
scientific work as marking a break with 
philosophy and philosophical forms of 
thought. He argued that 'the philosophers 
have only interpreted the world in various 
ways, the point however is to change it'. His 
interest in and commitment to the Euro
pean industrial working class was closely 
linked to his studies of capitalism and its 
workings. 

Marx's theoretical approach: 
historical materialism 

Marx's work is important for sociology in a 
number of ways and references to it will 
occur regularly throughout this book, but 
we will concentrate on just one aspect in 
this chapter: his analysis of capitalism, 
which is part of his broader theory of class 
conflicts as being the driving force of 
history. This 'grand theory' has formed the 
basis of many later research studies and 
theoretical developments in sociology and 
the social sciences. Recognizably 'Marxist' 
ideas also formed the basis of many political 
movements and governments in the twenti
eth century, including the communist 
regimes of the former Soviet Union, Eastern 
Europe, Cuba, Vietnam and China. 

Marx's theoretical perspective is some
times referred to as historical materialism; 
more accurately perhaps, it is a materialist 
conception of history. This means that 
Marx is opposed to idealism, a philosophi
cal doctrine which says that the historical 
development of societies is driven by 
abstract ideas or ideals, like freedom and 

democracy. Instead, Marx argues that the 
dominant ideas and ideals of an age are 
reflections of the dominant way of life, 
specifically of a society's mode of produc
tion. For example, in an age when absolute 
monarchs reigned, it is not surprising that 
the dominant ideas suggested that kings 
and queens had a 'divine right [from God] to 
rule'; in OllI own age of free-market capital
ism, it is again unsurprising that the domi
nant ideas are those of sovereign individuals 
who 'make free choices'. As Marx argues, the 
dominant ideas of an age are those of the 
ruling groups. Marx's 'historical material
ism' is, therefore, primarily concerned with 
how people work collectively to produce a 
life together. How do they produce food, 
shelter and other material goods and what 
kind of division of labour exists which 
enables them to do so? 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What is your own assumption about 
social change? Can ideas change 

history? Marx suggests not, but can you 
think of any examples where theories 

and ideas have had the effect of 
changing society? How might Marxists 

respond? How would an historical 
materialist explanation differ from the 

idealist one? 

Successive modes a/production: 
a successful grand theory? 

Marx's historical studies led him to argue 
that there had been a very long, but struc
tured, historical development of human 
societies. In the ancient past, small-scale 
human groups existed with no developed 
system of property ownership. Instead, all 
the resources acquired were communally 
owned and no class divisions were present. 
Marx called this a form of primitive commu
nism. As the production of these groups 
increased, this mode of production was 
effectively outgrown and a new mode 
emerged, this time with some private prop-



Marx argued that as workers were brought together in large numbers, class-consciousness 
would develop 

erty ownership (including slavery), such as 
in ancient Greece and Rome. From here, 
societies developed based on settled agri
culture and feudal property relations. The 
European system of feudalism was based on 
a class division between landowners and 
landless peasants and tenant farmers, who 
were forced to work for the landowners in 
order to survive. 

But the feudal mode of production also 
reached its productive limitations and the 
system gave way to the capitalist society 
with which we are now familiar. The first 
capitalists began to invest in workshops and 
manufacturing in the sixteenth century; by 
the time of the French Revolution in 1789, 
they had grown numerous and powerful 
enough to become a revolutionary force in 
history. 

Under cap italism, class antagonisms 
were greatly simplified, with society'split
ting into two great camps' - the property 
owners (capitalists or the bourgeoisie) and 
the workers (or proletariat). The capitalist 
revolution broke the bounds of traditional 
feudal production systems, demanding a 
new discipline and long hours from workers 
so that capitalists could extract a profit from 
using their labour power. Marx produces a 
glowing account of capitalism. In its first 100 
years it had 'created more massive and more 
colossal productive forces than have all 
preceding generations together' (Marx and 
Engels 200111848]). Capitalism has been a 
genuinely revolutionary mode of produc
tion. But such achievements have been 
based on terrible exploitation of workers 
and, consequently, inevitable and endemic 
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Neo-Marxism: the Frankfurt School of critical theory 

The apparent 'failure' of the European working 
classes to overthrow capitalism and install 
communist regimes, the rise offascism and 
Nazism in the 1930s and the 'corruption' of 
communism within the Soviet Union and its allies 
all presented later Marxists with a dilemma. Is 
Marx's theory still adequate for understanding 
the development of capitalism or not? If it is, 
then an orthodox form of Marxism remains 
valuable. But if not. then new forms of Marxist 
theory (neo-Marxism) will be needed, which 
may have to break with some of Marx's original 
ideas. 

Marxist thought, in fact. developed in several 
directions over the twentieth century, particularly 
amongst 'Western Marxists' , who rejected the 
Soviet version of communism (Kolakowski 2005). 
One group of Marxists within Western Marxism 
has been especially influential- namely the 
Frankfurt School of critical theory. Originally 

based at the Institute for Social Research in 
Frankfurt under the directorship of Max 
Horkheimer, many critical theorists were forced 
out of Germany when the National Socialists 
expelled around one-third of the University's 
staff, resulting in their relocation to Europe and 
America. The Nazis systematically undermined 
tmiversities and removed or forced out many 
Jewish intellectuals. 

Drawing on the ideas of Marx, Freud and the 
philosophy of Immanuel Kant, the Frankfurt 
School produced a series of important studies of 
capitalism, fascism, mass culture and the 
emerging consumer society in the USA For 
example, TheodoreAdorno (1976 [1950]) and 
his colleagues analysed the emergence and 
popularity of fascism as, in part, a consequence 
of the rise of an authoritarian personality-type, 
susceptible to the attractions of a strong leader. 
Herbert Marcuse's One-DJinensionai Man (1964) 

The rise of facism in Europe forced Western Marxists to rethink Marx's ideas. 



distinguished between 'real' human needs and 
the many 'false' needs produced by the 
consumer form of industrial capitalism with its 
seductive advertising, which suppressed 
people's ability to think critically, instead 
producing a one-dimensional and uncritical 
form of thinking. 

In studies such as these, we can see the 
Frankfurt thinkers attempting to come to terms 
with a very different form of capitalism from that 
which Marx had investigated. At the same time, 
the optimistic Marxist vision of a working-class 
revolution began to fade, as the obstacles to 
revolution seemed to mount up in the consumer
centred capitalist societies. 

The latest critical theorist to exert an influence 
in sociology is the German social philosopher 
]iirgen Habermas. Amongst other things, 
Habermas devised a theory of' communicative 
action' based on the deceptively simple notion 
that when people make statements to each other 
(he calls these 'speech acts'), they expect to be 
understood. But much of the time, he argues, 
asymmetrical power relations in society work 
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systematically to distort such communication, 
giving rise to fundamental misunderstandings 
and a lack of genuine debate and 
communication. The solution is not to abandon 
modern ways of rational thinking, as some 
postmodern thinkers would have it, but to 
deepen our modernity by defending and 
extending democracy and eliminating the huge 
inequalities of power and status that prevent 
proper human communication . Habermas 
continues to this day to work in the tradition of 
neo-Marxist critical theory 

Since the collapse of the communist bloc 
countries of Eastern Europe following the fall of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989, and the ending of the 
Soviet Union's communist regime in 1991 , Marx's 
ideas, and Marxist theories generally, have lost 
ground in sociology. Some have even talked of a 
crisis in Marxist thought as a result of the demise 
of actually existing socialism and communism 
(Gamble 1999). However, a broadly Marxist 
analysis of capitalist economies continues to play 
a part in debates about the direction of 
contemporary social change. 

alienation amongst the industrial work
force, 

about by industrialization could be resolved 
within the system itself. For Marx, a theory 
of industrialism per se makes no sense. 
Industrial development required industrial
ists, and these were capitalist entrepre
neurs. To understand the industrial system 
as debated and discussed by Comte and 
Spencer also means being able to grasp the 
new structural social relationships: capital
istic social relationships, favouring a few 
and disadvantaging the majority. Marx's 

Just like feudalism, Marx expected capi
talism itself to give way to another mode of 
production, communism, brought about 
by disaffected workers who develop class
consciousness (an awareness of the ir 
exploited position) in which private prop
erty is abolished and communal social 
relations are established, Unlike primitive 
communism though, modern commu
nism would have all the benefits of the 
highly productive capitalist system at its 
disposal. This would be an advanced, 
humane and sophisticated form of 
co mmunism, which was able to deliver on 
the communist principle 'fro m each , 
according to his [s ic) ability, to each , 
according to his need' (Marx 1978[1875]). 

Evaluation 
Marx's theory of capitalism has been impor
tant for sociology. It challenged the early 
assumption that the problems brought 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What is your own answer to why the 
communist revolution, forecast by Marx, 
has not materialized? List all the factors 

that may have prevented the working 
class from revolting against capitalism. 
How serious is the absence of Marxist

style revolution for Marxist theory? Can 
we now say that the theory has been 

definitively falsified? 
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perspective also provides a useful reminder 
that factories, workshops and offices, along 
with computers, robots and the Internet, do 
not simply materialize from thin air. They 
are the products of social relations, which 
can be riven with conmct rather than 
agreement. 

Marx also shows that grand theori zing 
can be helpful. The concept of a mode of 
production is a useful one, insofar as it 
allows us to place the welter of historical 
evidence into a common framework, which 
is then easier to understand. Many social 
scientists have worked with this framework, 
expanding, refining or criticizing it since 
Marx's death. Many continue to do so even 
today. Though Marx's theory may be flawed, 
most sociologists would agree that discover
ing those flaws has been immensely fruitful 
for sociology as a whole. 

However, Marx's work also illustrates the 
main problem with grand theories - namely 
the difficulty of subjecting them to empirical 
testing. How could this thesis be tested 
against the available evidence? What would 
we have to find in order conclusively to prove 
it 10 be wrong or to falsify it? Does the fact 
that a communist revolution has not - so far 
- happened in the highly industrialized 
countries show that the theory's central 
prediction was misguided? If so, does that 
also mean that other aspects of it are simi
larly wrong-headed? What about the histori
cal materialist approach in general- is it, 100, 

badly flawed? How long should we wait for 
the revolution to occur, before discarding the 
theory? Later Marxists have sought to explain 
exactly why a global communist revolution 
has not occurred and in doing so have been 
forced to modify Marx's ideas. 'Classic Stud
ies 3.1' looks at one especially influential 
group, whose theories have influenced the 
development of conflict sociology. 

Establishing sociology 

Comte, Spencer, Marx and other early 
theorists laid some of the foundations for 

sociology's development. But in the period 
they lived through, there was no formal 
discipline of sociology, nor did the subject 
have any inst itutional presence within 
universities. If sociology was to become part 
ofComte's 'hierarchy of the sciences', then it 
needed 10 carve out a place alongside the 
natural sciences in the academy, where a 
sociological training could be offered to 
students. In short, sociology needed to 
become respectable, and Emile Durkheim's 
work in France went a long way towards 
achieving this aim. However, it took much 
longer for sociology to become a firmly 
established subject within universities. 

Emile Durkheim: the social level 
of reality 

Durkheim is a pivotal figure in the develop
ment of academic sociology. Following a 
conventional philosophical training, he 
moved decisively away from philosophy
which he saw as too far removed from the 
big issues of the day - and towards social 
science, which he perceived to be closer to 
making clear what were the main moral 
questions facing French society. 
Durkheim's first academic position was at 
the University of Bordeaux, where he 
taught sociology and education, or 'peda
gogy'. While he was in Bordeaux, he 
published widely and was the first French 
scholar to be promoted to Professor of 
Social Science. In 1902 Durkheim's reputa
tion took him to the prestigious Sorbonne, 
The University of Paris, and in 1906 he 
became Professor of the Science of Educa
tion. Seven years later, Durkheim became 
the first ever Professor of the Science of 
Education and Sociology (Coser 1977). 
Sociology finally had a foothold within the 
academic establishment. 

The seco nd aspect of Durkheim's 
influence on modern sociology was in rela
tion to the nature of the discipline itself. 
Durkheim saw that the study of specifically 
social phenomena was needed whenever 
research into people's actions went beyond 



their individual interactions. Social institu
tions and social forms - such as social 
movements or the family - outlive the 
particular individuals who inhabit them 
and they therefore must have a reality of 
their own. This reality cannot adequately be 
understood by an individualistic psychol
ogy or abstract philosophical speculation, 
but demands a genuinely sociological 
explanation. In Durkheim's terms, what we 
call 'the social' is a level of reality in its own 
right that cannot be reduced to mere action, 
nor is it a simple aggregate of individual 
consciousnesses. 

This explains why Durkheim focused on 
group phenomena and social facts such as 
comparative suicide rates (see chapter 1), 
social solidarity and religion. In his view, the 
psychology of individuals was not the 
proper subject for sociologists to study. Just 
one example ofthis perspective can be seen 
in The Division of Labour in Society (1893), 
where Durkheim outlined his now famous 
distinction between the mechanical forms 
of solidarity found in less complex societies 
and the organic solidarity that characterizes 
large-scale, modern, industrial societies. 
Mechanical solidarity exists when individu
alism is minimized and the individual is 
subsumed within the collectivity. By 
contrast, organic solidarity is generated by 
the extensive division of labour within 
industrial societies, which tends to produce 
differences rather than similarities. 

Durkheim therefore rejected the idea -
common at the time and since - that 
modern industrialism inevitably destroys 
social solidarity and threatens the social 
fabric of society. In fact, said Durkheim, 
stronger bonds of mutual interdependence 
are created under organic forms of solidar
ity, which hold out the potential for a better 
balance between individual differences and 
collective purpose. Here we can see how 
Durkheim's scientific sociological analysis is 
closely tied to the moral and social prob
lems of the day - how can industrial soci
eties hold together in an age of increasing 
individualism? 

Theories and Perspectives in Sociology 

Evaluation 
As we saw in chapter 1, Durkheim's 
approach to sociology is known as function
alism; the study of society and the way its 
institutions connect together and change. 
And though functionalism has been very 
influential in sociology in the past, today it is 
in retreat. There are several reasons why. 

First, many critics have argued that func
tionalism is good at explaining consensus 
why societies hold together and share a 
common morality - but it is much less able 
to explain conflict and radical social change. 
Others argue that Durkheimian functional
ism seems to prioritize societies' constraints 
over people and does not allow enough 
room for the creative actions of individuals. 
Finally, functional analysis tends to impute 
purposes and needs to society itself. For 
example, we might say that the function of 
the education system is to train young 
people for the needs of a modern society. 
This functionalist argument seems to 
suggest that societies can have 'needs' in the 
same way the people do. But is this really an 
adequate form of explanation? Modern 
economies may well require certain skills 
from people, but is the present education 
system the only or even the best way to 
provide for them? What we really want to 
know is how, exactly, the modern education 
system came into being. How did it develop 
over time into its present form, and could 
things have been different? Functionalism 
does not prioritize such questions. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Reflecting on Durkheim's ideas, what 
did he mean by 'social facts' and in what 

ways are they 'thing-like'? Durkheim 
rejected the idea that sociologists 

should study individual psychology. Do 
you agree with him or are there good 
reasons why sociologists should be 

interested in the psyche of the human 
individual? What reasons can 

you suggest? 
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Twentieth-century structural 
functionalism 
In the 1940s, '50's and '60s, a version of 
functionalist theory, structural functional
ism, became the central paradigm ofsociol
ogy. Although the perspective was never 
totally dominant, it is hard for students 
today, who may be used to the idea that 
sociology as a discipline is inevitably plural
istic, argumentative and theoretically 
diverse, to appreciate just how different 
doing sociology was at that time. Sociology 
and structural functionalism were often 
seen as one and the same thing (Davis 
1949). Two American sociologists particu
larly stand out during this period: Robert 
Merton and his mentor Talcott Parsons. 

Parsons combined the ideas of 
Durkheim, Weber and Vilfredo Pare to into 
his own brand of structural functionalism, 
which began from the so-called, 'problem of 
social order' (Lee and Newby 1983). This 
problem asks how society can hold together 
when all the individuals within it are self
interested and pursue their own wants and 
needs, often at the expense of others. 

Philosophers like Thomas Hobbes 
(1588- 1679) answered this by saying that 
the emergence of the modern state, with all 
of its policing and military powers, was the 
crucial factor. The state protected all indi
viduals from one another and from external 
enemies but, in return, citizens were 
required to accept the state's legitimate 
right to exercise its powers. An informal 
contract existed between state and each 
individual. 

Parsons rejected this solution. He saw 
that people's conformity to social rules was 
not simply produced through the negative 
fear of punishment; instead, people 
conformed in positive ways, teaching others 
society's moral rules and norms of behav
iour. Such positive commitment to an 
orderly society showed, says Parsons, that 
social rules are not merely an external force 
acting on individuals, but have become 
internalized via the continual process of 
socialization. Society does not simply exist 
'oUl there' but exists 'in here' as well. 

Having established the primacy of a soci
ological understanding of social order, 
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VVhat is the main social hrnction of ceremonies and rituals such as rain dances? Can you think 
of any ceremonies which perform similar flll1ctions in modern societies? 

Parsons turned his attention to the func
tioning of the social system itself. To do this, 
he devised a model based on identifying the 
needs of the system, known as the AGIL 
paradigm (Parsons and Smelser 1956). 
Parsons argued that if a social system is to 
continue, then there are four basic func
tions it must perform. First, it must be capa
ble of adapting to its environment and 
gather enough resources to do so. Second, it 
must set out and put in place goals to be 
attained and the mechanisms for their 
achievement. Third, the system must be 
integrated and the various sub-systems 
must be coordinated effectively. Finally, the 
social system must have ways of preserving 
and transmitting its values and culture to 
new generations. 

In less abstract terms, Parsons saw the 
economic sub-system as performing an 

adaptive function , the political sub-system 
as setting society's goals and means of 
attaining them, the community sub-system 
('societal community') as doing integrative 
work and the educational sub-system 
(along with other socializing agencies) as 
transmitting culture and values - the 
latency function (see figure 3.2). Clearly, 
Parsons's structural functionalism was a 
form of systems theory, which tended to 
give priority to the overall system and its 
'needs'. But it was always vulnerable to the 
charge that it over-emphasized consensus 
and agreement, while paying less attention 
to fundamental conflicts of interest and 
small-scale interactional processes , 
through which social order and disorder are 
produced and reproduced. The task of solv
ing these problems passed to Robert 
Merton, who pursued a version of Parsons's 



, 

THEORIES AND PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIOLOGY 

functionalism, but did so in a much more 
critical way. 

As we have already noted above, Merton 
saw that while many sociological studies 
focused on either the macro-level of society 
as a whole or the micro-level of social inter
actions, this polarization had failed to 'fill in 
the gaps' between macro- and micro-levels. 
To rectify this, Merton argued for middle
range theories in particular areas or on 
specific subjects. An excellent example from 
his own work is his study of working-class 
criminality and deviance. He set out to 
explain why there was so much acquisitive 
crime amongst the working classes. His 
explanation was that in an American society 
which promotes the cultural goal of mate
rial success, but offers very few legitimate 
opportunities for lower social-class groups, 
working-class criminality represented an 
adaptation to the social circumstances that 
many young people found themselves in. 
But the fact that they aimed to achieve the 
kind of material success the system 
promoted also meant that these people 
were not evil or incapable of being 
reformed. Rather, it was the structure of 
social life that was in need of reform. 

This thesis shows that Merton did not 
simply follow Parsons's version of func
tionalism, but actually tried to develop it 
into new directions. In doing so, his 
perspective moved closer to conflict 
theory. He distinguished between manifest 
and latent functions : the former are 
observable consequences of action, the 
latter are those aspects that remain unspo
ken. In studying latent functions, Merton 
argued, we can learn much more about the 
way that societies work. For example, we 
might observe a rain dance amongst tribal 
people, the manifest function of which 
appears to be to bring about rain. But if we 
look deeper, we may find that the rain 
dance often fails and yet continues to be 
practised, because its latent function is to 
build and sustain group solidarity. 

Similarly, where Parsons had focused on 
the functional aspects of society's institu-

tions and legitimate forms of behaviour, 
Merton argued that these also contained 
certain dysfunctional elements. The exis
tence of dysfunctions allowed Merton to 
discuss the potential for conflicts within 
society in ways that Parsons did not. 

See chapter 21, 'Crime and Deviance' , 
for a more detailed discussion and 
critique of Merton's ideas . 

What became of structural functional
ism? Following the death of Parsons in 
1979, Jeffrey Alexander (1985) sought to 
revisit and revive the approach, aiming to 
tackle its theoretical flaws to make it more 
useful to modern sociology. But by 1997, 
even Alexander was forced to concede that 
the internal contradictions of neofunc
tionalism meant that it was finished. 
Instead, he argued for a new recon
struction of sociological theory going 
beyond functionalism (Alexander 1997). 
Parsonian structural functionalisnl is, to 
all intents and purposes, for the time 
being at least, defunct within mainstream 
sociology. 

THINIUNG CRITICALLY 

What conclusions do you draw from the 
rise and fall of structural functionalism? 

What are the main problems with 
Parsons's systems theory, and are such 

theories appropriate for studying 
human societies? 

Nonetheless, some reference to the func
tions of social institutions continues to 
inform sociological research, and the 
concept of 'function' in social analysis does 
have a place. More importantly, Durkheim's 
notion that sociology should take society's 
central problems and apply a sociological 
perspective to our understanding of them is 
a valuable one. It is typical of all of the early 
sociological theorists and of many contem
porary sociologists too. For example, 
Parsons's ideas became so influential partly 



because they spoke to the developed soci 
eties about their post-1945 situation, which 
was one of gradually increasing affluence 
and political consensus. But they lost ground 
in the late 1960s and '70s as internal and 
external social conflicts began to mount, 
with new peace and anti-nuclear move
ments, protests against the American war in 
Vietnam and radical student movements 
emerging across Europe and North America. 
At that point, conflict theories came to be 
perceived as more capable of understanding 
and accounting for the situation. 

As we will see later in the chapter, one 
important reason wh y contemporary 
theorists are seeking out new theoretical 
directions is precisely because the central 
problems of our societies have changed. 
While the early sociologists tried to under
stand industrialism, urbanization and 
capitalism, a new series of issues faces 
sociologists today. Globalization, multicul
turalism and environmental degradation 
are amongst the new central problems of 
societ ies today and, arguably, these 
demand different theories and perspec
tives that take us away from the classical 
traditions. 

MaxWeber: capitalism and 
religion 

[n a major work, The Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism (1992 [1904--5]) , 
Weber set out to tackle a fundamental prob
lem: why did capitalism develop in the West 
and nowhere else? For some 13 centuries 
after the fall of ancient Rome, other civiliza
tions were much more prominent than the 
West in world history. Europe, in fact, was a 
rather insignificant area of the globe, while 
China, India and the Ottoman Empire in the 
Near East were all major powers. The 
Chinese, in particular, were a long way 
ahead of the West in terms of their level of 
technological and economic development. 
What happened to bring about a surge in 
eco nomic progress in Europe from the 
seventeenth century onwards? 
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To answer this question, Weber reasoned, 
we must show what it is that separates 
modern ind ustry from earl ier types of 
economic activity. We find the desire to 
accumulate wealth in many different civi
lizations, and this is not difficult to explain: 
people have valued wealth for the comforts, 
security, power and enjoyment it can bring. 
They wish to be free of want, and, having 
accumulated wealth, they use it to make 
themselves comfortable. 

Religion in the heart of capitalism? 

If we look at the economic development of 
the West, Weber argued, we find something 
quite different: an attitude towards the 
accumulation of wealth found nowhere else 
in history. This attitude is what Weber called 
the 'spirit of capitalism' - a set of beliefs and 
values held by the first capitalist merchants 
and industrialists. These people had a 
strong drive to accumulate personal wealth. 
Yet, quite unlike the weaIthy elsewhere, they 
did not seek to use their accumulated riches 
to follow a luxurious lifestyle. Their way of 
life was in fact self-denying and frugal; they 
lived soberly and quietly, shunning the ordi
nary manifestations of affluence. Th is very 
unusual combination of characteristics, 
Weber tried to show, was vital to early West
ern economic development. For unlike the 
wealthy in previous ages and in other 
cultures, these groups did not dissipate 
their wealth: instead, they reinvested it to 
promote the further expansion of the enter
prises they headed. 

The core of Weber's theory is that the atti
tudes involved in the spirit of capitalism 
derived from religion. Chri stianity in 
general played a part in fostering such an 
outlook, but the essential motivating force 
was provided by the impact of Protes
tantism and one variety of Protestantism in 
particular: Puritanism. The early capitalists 
were mostly Puritans, and many subscribed 
to Calvinist views. Weber argued that certain 
Calvinistic doctrines were the direct source 
of the spirit of capitalism. One was the idea 
that human beings are God's instruments 



THEORIES AND PERSPECTIVES IN SOCIOLOGY 

on earth, required by the Almighty to work 
in a vocat ion - an occupation for the greater 
glory of God. 

A second important aspect of Calvinism 
was the notion of predestination, according 
to which only certain predestined individu
als are to be among the 'elect' - to enter 
heaven in the afterlife. In Calvin's original 
doctrine, nothing a person does on this 
earth can alter whether he or she happens to 
be one of the elect; this is pre-determined by 
God. However, this belief caused such anxi
ety among his followers that it was modified 
to allow believers to recognize certain signs 
of election. 

Success in working in a vocation, indi
cated by material prosperity, became the 
main sign that a person was truly one of the 
elect. A tremendous impetus towards 
economic success was created among 
groups influenced by these ideas. Yet this 
was accompanied by the believer's need to 
live a sober and frugal life. The Puritans 
believed luxury to be an evil, so the drive to 
accumulate wealth became joined to a 
severe and unadorned lifestyle. 

The early entrepreneurs had little aware
ness that they were helping to produce 
momentous changes in society; they were 
impelled above all by religious motives. The 
ascetic - that is, self-denying - lifestyle of 
the Puritans has subsequently become an 
intrinsic part of Inodern civilization. As 
Weber wrote: 

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; 
we are forced to do so. For when 
asceticism was carried out of the monastic 
cells into everyday life, and began to 
dominate worldly morality, it did its part 
in building the tremendous cosmos of the 
modern economic order .. .. Since 
asceticism undertook to remodel the 
world and to work out its ideals in the 
world, material goods have gained an 
increasingly and finally an inexorable 
power over the lives of men as at no 
previous period in history .... The idea of 
duty in one's calling prowls about in our 
lives like the ghost of dead religious 
beliefs. (1992: 182) 

Evaluation 
Weber's theory has been criticized from 
many angles. Some have argued, for exam
ple, that the outlook he called 'the spirit of 
capitalism' can be discerned in the early 
Italian merchant cities in the twelfth 
century, long before Calvinism was ever 
heard of. Others have claimed that the key 
notion of 'working in a vocation', which 
Weber associated with Protestantism, 
already existed in Catholic beliefs. Yet the 
essentials of Weber's account are still 
accepted by many and the thesis he 
advanced remains as bold and illuminating 
as it did when first formulated. If Weber's 
thesis is valid, then modern economic and 
social development has been decisively 
influenced by something that seems at first 
sight utterly distant from it - a set of reli 
gious ideals. This is something that Marx 
did not see within capitalist economic 
relations. 

Weber's theory meets several important 
criteria in theoretical thinking in sociology. 
First, it is counterintuitive - it suggests an 
interpretation that breaks with what 
common sense would suggest. The theory 
thus develops a fresh perspective on the 
issues it covers. Most authors before Weber 
gave little thought to the possibility that reli
gious ideas could have played a fundamen
tal role in the origins of capitalism. Second, 
the theory makes sense of something that is 
otherwise puzzling: why individuals would 
want to live frugally while making great 
efforts to accumulate wealth. Third, the 
theory is capable of illuminating circum
stances beyond those it was originally devel
oped to understand. Weber emphasized that 
he was trying to understand only the early 
origins of modern capitalism. Nonetheless, 
it seems reasonable to suppose that parallel 
values to those instilled by Puritanism might 
be involved in other situations of successful 
cap italist development. Finally, a good 
theory is not just one that happens to be 
valid. It is also one that is fruitful in terms of 
how far it generates new ideas and stimu
lates further research. 



Weber's theory, like Marx's analysis of 
capitalism, has certainly been highly 
successful in these respects, providing the 
springboard for a vast amount of subse
quent research and theoretical analysis. 
Weber's approach to sociology also forms 
the basis for the tradition known as interac
tionism. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Weber's theory of the origins of 
capitalism goes way beyond Merton's 

concept of a 'middle range theory' . But 
could the available evidence ever 

effectively test it? List all the elements 
of capitalism described by Weber. 

What, if anything, does this theory add 
to our understanding of the nature, 

character and likely future development 
of modern capitalism? 

Symbolic interactionism, 
phenomenology and 
ethnomethodology 

Along with Max Weber, the American social 
behaviourist George Herbert Mead is cred
ited as laying the foundations for a general 
approach to sociology called interactionism. 
This is a general label covering all those 
approaches that investigate the social inter
actions amongst individuals, rather than 
starting from society or its constituent social 
structures. Interactionists often reject the 
very idea that social structures exist objec
tively or they just do not focus on them at all. 
Herbert Blumer (who coined the term 
'symbolic interactionism') argued that all 
talk of social structures or social systems is 
unjustified, as only individuals and their 
interactions can be said really to exist at all. 

Symbolic interactionism focuses on 
micro-level interaction and the way in 
which meanings are constructed and trans
mitted across the members of society. G. H. 
Mead (1934) argued that the individual's self 
is a social self, produced in the process of 
interaction rather than being biologically 
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given. Mead's theory traces the emergence 
and development of the self through a series 
of stages in childhood and his ideas on the 
social self underpins much interactionist 
research (see chapter 1 for a detailed discus
sion of Mead's ideas). The home of this 
perspective for some 30 years until 1950 was 
the University of Chicago's Department of 
Sociology (known as The Chicago School), 
though by no means all Chicago sociologists 
were symbolic interactionists. The depart
ment was also home to the 'ecological' 
approach of Louis Wirth, Robert E. Park and 
Ernest Burgess (see chapter 6, 'Cities and 
Urban Life', for a discussion of this 
approach). Nonetheless, the institutional 
base for key interactionists, including Mead, 
was an iInportant factor in extending this 
approach. 

Arguably, the most successful symbolic 
interactionist is Erving Goffman. Goffman's 
studies of mental 'asylums', processes of 
stigmatization and the ways in which people 
present their selves in social encounters 
have all become sociological classics, as 
much for their methodological and observa
tional style as for their findings. In develop
ing his 'dramaturgical analysis', which works 
with the metaphor of the theatre, Goffman's 
ideas have had a very wide influence on 
students across the world. 

See chapter 7, 'Social Interaction and 
Everyday Life', for a wider discussion of 
Goffman's perspective. 

Phenomenology is a second interaction
ist perspective, which deals with the ways in 
which social life is actually experienced. 
Literally, it is the systematic study of 
phenomena; things as they appear in our 
experience. Its roots lie in the philosophical 
work of the German philosopher Edmund 
Husserl, though in sociological research, 
the Austrian-born philosopher and sociolo
gist Alfred Schutzhas been the more impor
tant figure. Schutz concentrated attention 
on people's experiences of everyday life 
and the ways in which they come to be 



Children who struggle at school may be labelled as failures, which in turn can be a powerful 
force in shaping their concept of self. 

taken-far-granted. Schutz calls this adopt
ing a 'natural attitude'. For Schutz, the task 
of phenomenological sociology is to under
stand better how this happens and what its 
consequences are. 

Schutz was particularly interested in 
typifications - the way that experienced 
phenomena are classified according to 
previous experience. Typification is 
commonplace. When we meet someone we 
will perhaps think, 'Oh she's that kind of 
person' or 'He seems an honest rype'. Typifi
cation helps to order our world and make it 
more predictable. But if it becomes stereo
rypification, it can also be dangerous - the 
illegitimate generalization about people 
based simply on their membership of a 
certain social group. Examples include 
racism, sexism and negative attitudes 
towards all disabled people. 

People also tend to make the assumption 
that everyone thinks in much the same way 
as they do, and they can therefore safely 

forget about possible problems of interper
sonal communication. Once these kinds of 
assumption become internalized, they fade 
from view and become sedimented below 
the surface of conscious existence to form 
the basis of the natural attitude. In this way, 
people come to experience importa nt 
aspects of the social world, such as language 
and culture, as objective and external to 
themselves. Phenomenology has not had 
the same impact on sociology as some of the 
other perspectives, though it did give rise to 
ethnomethodology. 

Ethnomethodo!ogy - the systematic 
study of the methods used by 'natives' 
(members of a particular soc iety) to 
construct their social worlds - is the third 
interactionist perspective. It traces its roots 
back to phenomenological philosophy, but 
only rose to prominence in the 1960s with 
the research studies of Harold Garfinkel and 
Aaron Cicourel. Ethnomethodologists were 
highly critical of mainstream sociology, 



particularly Parsonian structural function
alism, which Garfinkel saw as treating 
people as if they were 'cultural dopes' -
passive recipients of society's socializing 
agents, rather than creative actors in their 
own right. Garfinkel took issue with 
Durkheim's famous statement that sociolo 
gists should 'treat social facts as things'. For 
Garfinkel, this should only be the starting 
point for ethnomethodological enquiry, not 
assumed in advance of it. This means that 
ethnomethodology seeks instead to 
uncover just how Durkheim's social facts are 
created by society's members. 

Ethnomethodo!ogy is discussed more 
widely in chapter 7, 'Social Interaction 
and Everyday Life' . 

In contrast to many symbolic interac
tionist, phenomenological and ethno
methodological studies, the work of Max 
Weber appears to sit much more closely to 
the mainstream of sociology. Although he 
certainly was interested in social interac
tions and the micro level of social life, 
Weber's work on world religions, economic 
sociology and legal systems was also 
historically informed, strongly compara
tive in orientation and concerned with the 
overall development and direction of the 
modern world. This is in contrast to the 
interactionist tradition as it developed 
after Weber's death, which has become 
rather more exclusively focused on the 
micro level during the twentieth century. 

Theoretical dilemmas 

Controversies sparked by the work of the 
classical theorists, as well as by the later 
theoretical ideas and perspectives 
discussed above, continue today. But since 
the time of the classical sociologists, it has 
become commonplace to argue that their 
work, and that of sociology in general, has 
set up a series of theoretical dilemmas. 
There are several basic theoretical dilem-
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mas - matters of continuing or recurring 
controversy or dispute - which these 
clashes of viewpoint bring to our attention, 
some of which concern very general matters 
to do with how we should interpret human 
activities and social institutions. In short, 
these are questions about how we can or 
should 'do' sociology. We shall outline four 
such dilemmas here. 

lOne dilemma concerns human action 
and social structure. The issue is the 
following: how far are we creative 
human actors, actively controlling the 
conditions of our own lives? Oris most of 
what we do the result of general social 
forces outside our control?This issue has 
always divided, and continues to divide, 
sociologists. Weber and the symbolic 
interactionists, for example, stress the 
active, creative components of human 
behaviour. Other approaches, such as 
that of Durkheim and functionalism, 
emphasize the constraining nature of 
social influences on our free actions. 

2 A second theoretical controversy 
concerns consensus and conflict in soci
ety. Some standpoints in sociology, as we 
have seen - including functionalism -
emphasize the inherent order and 
harmony of human societies. Those 
taking this view regard continuity and 
consensus as the most evident charac
teristics of societies, however much they 
may change over time. Other sociolo
gists, such as Marxists, accentuate the 
pervasiveness of social conflict. They see 
societies as plagued with divisions, 
tensions and struggles. To them, it is iUu
sory to claim that people tend to live 
amicably with one another most of the 
time; even when there are no open 
confrontations, they say, there remain 
deep divisions of interest, which at some 
point are liable to break out into active 
conflicts. 

3 There is a third basic theoretical 
dilemma which hardly figures at all in 
the orthodox traditions of sociology, but 
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which cannot be ignored. This is the 
problem of how we are to incorporate a 
satisfactory understanding of gender 
within sociological analysis. The found
ing figures of sociology were all men, as 
we saw in chapter 1, and they paid virtu
ally no attention to the fact that human 
beings are gendered. Even those women 
who were involved in sociology were, 
until recently, largely neglected. In the 
works of the early male sociologists, 
human individuals appear as if they 
were 'neuter' - they are abstract 'actors', 
rather than differentiated women and 
men. Since we have very little to build on 
in relating issues of gender to the more 
established forms of theoretical thinking 
in sociology, this is perhaps, at the 
current time, the most acutely difficult 
problem to grapple with. 

One of the main theoretical dilemmas 
associated with gender is the following: 
should we build 'gender' as a general 
category into our sociological thinking? 
Or, alternatively, do we need to analyse 
gender issues by breaking them down 
into more specific influences affecting 
the behaviour of women and men in 
different contexts? We can put this in 
another way: are there characteristics 
that separate men and women, in terms 
of their identities and social behaviour, 
in all cultures? Or are gender differences 
always to be explained mainly in terms of 
other differences which divide societies 
(such as class divisions)? 

4 A fourth problem concerns not so much 
the general characteristics of human 
behaviour or of societies as a whole, but 
rather features of modern social devel
opment. It is to do with the determining 
influences affecting the origins and 
nature of modern societies, and derives 
from the differences between non
Marxist and Marxist approaches. The 
dilemma centres on the following issue: 
how far has the modern world been 
shaped by the economic factors which 
Marx singled out - in particular, the 

mechanisms of capitalist economic 
enterprise? How far, on the other hand, 
have other influences - such as social, 
political or cultural factors - shaped 
social development in the modern era? 
These controversies are so fundamental 
for sociological theory that we shall 
consider the different ideas developed 
about them in some detail. 

Social structure and human action 

A major theme pursued by Durkheim, and 
many other sociologists since, is that the 
societies of which we are members exert 
social constraint over our actions. 
Durkheim argued that society has primacy 
over the individual person. Society is far 
more than the sum of individual acts; it has 
a 'firmness' or 'solidity' comparable to 
structures in the material environment. 
Think of a person standing in a room with 
several doors. The structure of the room 
constrains the range of her or his possible 
activities. The siting of the walls and the 
doors, for example, defines the routes of exit 
and entry. Social structure, according to 
Durkheim, constrains our activities in a 
parallel way, setting limits to what we can do 
as individuals. It is 'external' to us, just as the 
walls of the room are. 

This point of view is expressed by 
Durkheim in a famous statement: 

When I perform my duties as a brother, a 
husband or a citizen and carry out the 
commitments I have entered into, I fulfil 
obligations which are defined in law and 
custom and which are external to myself 
and my actions . ... Similarly, the believer 
has discovered from birth, ready 
fashioned, the beliefs and practices of his 
religious life; if they existed before he did, 
it follows that they exist outside him. The 
systems of signs that I employ to express 
my thoughts, the monetary system I use to 
pay my debts, the credit instruments I 
utilize in my commercial relationships, 
the practices I follow in my profession, etc. 
- all function independently of the use I 
make of them. (1982 [18951l 



Although the type of view Durkheim 
expresses has many adherents, it has also 
met with sharp criticism. What is 'society', 
the critics ask, if it is not the composite of 
many individual actions? If we study a 
group, we do not see a collective entity, only 
individuals interacting with one another in 
various ways. What we call 'society' is only 
an aggregate of many individuals behaving 
in regular ways in relation to each other. 
According to the critics, including most 
sociologists influenced by symbolic interac
tionism, as human beings we have reasons 
for what we do, and we inhabit a social 
world permeated by cultural meanings. 
Social phenomena, according to them, are 
precisely not like 'things', but depend on the 
symbolic meanings with which we invest 
what we do. We are not the creatures of 
society, but its creators. 

It is unlikely that this controversy will ever 
be fully resolved, since it has existed since 
modern thinkers first started systematically 
to try to explain human behaviour. More
over, it is a debate which is not just confined 
to sociology, but preoccupies scholars in all 
fields of the social sciences. Vou must 
decide, in the light of your reading of this 
book, which position you think more nearly 
correct. 

Vet the differences between the two views 
can be exaggerated. While both cannot be 
wholly right, we can fairly easily see connec
tions between them. Durkheirn's view is 
clearly in some respects valid. Social institu
tions do precede the existence of any given 
individual; it is also evident that they exert 
constraint over us. Thus, for example, I did 
not invent the monetary system which exists 
in Britain. Nor do I have a choice about 
whether I want to use it or not if! wish to have 
the goods and services that money can buy. 
The system of money, like all other estab
lished institutions, exists independently of 
every individual member of society, and it 
constrains the activities of each individual. 

On the other hand , it is obvious ly 
mistaken to suppose that society is 'exter
nal' to us in the same way that the physical 
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world is. For the physical world would go on 
existing whether or not any human beings 
were alive, whereas it would plainly be 
nonsensical to say this of society. While soci
ety is external to each individual taken 
singly, by definition it cannot be external to 
all individuals taken together. 

Moreover, although what Durkheim calls 
'social facts' might constrain what we do, 
they do not determine what we do. I could 
choose to live without using money, should 
I be firmly resolved to do so, even ifit were to 
prove very difficult to eke out an existence 
from day to day. As human beings, we do 
make choices, and we do not simply 
respond passively to events around us. The 
way forward in bridging the gap between 
'structure' and 'action' approaches is to 
recognize that we actively make and remake 
social structure during the course of our 
everyday activities. For example, the fact 
that I use the monetary system contributes 
in a minor, yet necessary, way to the very 
existence of that system. If everyone, or 
even the majority of people, at some point 
decided to avoid using money, the mone
tary system would dissolve. 

As mentioned in chapter 1, a useful term 
for analysing this process of the active 
making and remaking of social structure is 
structuration. This is a concept which I 
(Anthony Giddens) have introduced into 
sociology in recent years. 'Structure' and 
'action' are necessarily related to one 
another. Societies, communities or groups 
only have 'structure' insofar as people 
behave in regular and fairly predictable 
ways. On the other hand, 'action' is only 
possible because each of us, as an individ
uat, possesses an enormous amount of 
socially structured knowledge. 

The best way to explain this is through the 
example of language. To exist at all, 
language must be socially structured - there 
are properties of language use which every 
speaker must observe. What someone says 
in any given context, for instance, would not 
make sense unless it fo llowed certain gram
matical rules. Vet the structural qualities of 
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language only exist insofar as individual 
language users actually follow those rules in 
practice. Language is constantly in the 
process of structuration. 

Erving Goffman and other writers on 
social interaction (discussed in chapter 7) 
are quite right to suggest that all human 
agents are highly knowledgeable. We are 
what we are as human beings largely 
because we follow a complex set of conven
tions - for example, the rituals that strangers 
observe when passing by on the street. On 
the other hand, as we apply that knowledge 
ability to OUI actions, we give force and 
content to the very rules and conventions 
we draw on. Structuration always presumes 
what the author calls 'the duality of struc
ture'. This means that all social action 
presumes the existence of structure. But at 
the same time, structure presumes action, 
because 'structure' depends on regularities 
of human behaviour. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

How satisfactory do you think the 
concept of structuration is in resolving 
the structure-action problem? Does it 

mean that the interactionists are wrong 
- that there are social structures after 

all? If so, can structuration theory 
explain their emergence? 

Consensus or conflict? 

It is also useful to begin with Durkheim when 
contrasting the consensus and conflict view
points. Durkhein:t sees society as a set of 
interdependent parts. For most functionalist 
thinkers, in fact, society is treated as an inte
grated whole, composed of structures which 
mesh closely with one another. This is very 
much in accord with Durkheim's emphasis 
on the constraining, 'external' character of 
'social facts'. However, the analogy here is not 
with the walls of a building, but with the 
physiology of the body. 

A body consists of various specialized 
parts (such as the brain, heart, lungs, liver 

and so forth), each of which contributes to 
sustaining the continuing life of the organ
ism. These necessarily work in harmony 
with one another; if they do not, the life of 
the organism is under threat. So it is, 
according to Durkheim, with society. For a 
society to have a continuing existence over 
time, its specialized institutions (such as the 
political system, religion, the family and the 
educational system) must work in harmony 
with one another. The continuation of a 
society thus depends on cooperation, which 
in turn presumes a general consensus, or 
agreement, among its members over basic 
values. 

Those who focus mainly on conflict have 
a very different outlook. Their guiding 
assumptions can easily be outlined using 
Marx's account of class conflict as an exam
ple. According to Marx, societies are divided 
into classes with unequal resources. Since 
such marked inequalities exist, there are 
divisions of interest, which are 'built into' 
the social system. These conflicts of interest 
at some point break out into active change. 
Not all ofthose influenced by this viewpoint 
concentrate on classes to the degree to 
which Marx did; other divisions are 
regarded as important in promoting conflict 
- for example, divisions between racial 
groups or political factions. Society is seen 
as essentially full of tension regardless of 
which conflict groups are stronger than 
others; even the most stable social system 
represents an uneasy balance of antagonis
tic groupings. 

As with the case of structure and action, 
it is not likely that this theoretical debate 
can be completely brought to a close. Yet, 
once more, the difference between the 
consensus and conflict standpoints seems 
wider than it is. The two positions are by no 
means wholly incompatible. All societies 
probably involve some kind of general 
agreement over values, and all certainly 
involve conflict. 

Moreover, as a general rule of sociological 
analysis we always have to examine the 
connections between consensus and coo-



flict within social systems. The values held 
by different groups and the goals that their 
members pursue often reflect a mixture of 
common and opposed interests. Fo r 
instance, even in Marx's portrayal of class 
co nfli ct, different classes share some 
common interests as well as being pitted 
against one another. Thus capita li sts 
depend on a labour force to work in their 
enterprises, just as workers depend on capi
talists to provide their wages. Open conflict 
is not continuous in such circumstances; 
rather, sometimes what both sides have in 
common tends to override their differences, 
while in other situations the reverse is the 
case. 

A useful concept which helps analyse the 
interrelatio ns of conflict and co nsensus is 
that of ideology - values and beliefs which 
help secure the position of more powerful 
groups at the expense of less powerful ones. 
Power, ideology and conflict are a lways 
closely connected. Many conflicts a re about 
power, because of the rewards it can bring. 
Those who hold most power may depend 
mainly on the influence of ideology to retain 
their dominance, but are usually also able to 
use force if necessary. For instance, in feudal 
times aristocratic rule was supported by the 
idea that a minority of people were 'born to 
govern', bu t aristocratic rulers often 
reso rted to the use of violence against those 
who dared to oppose their power. 

The neglected issue of gender 

Issues of gender scarcely feature in the writ
ings of the major figures who established 
the framework of modern sociology. The few 
passages in which they did touch on gender 
questions, however, allow us at least to spec
ify the outlines of a basic theoretical 
dilemma - even if there is little in their 
works to help us try to resolve it. We can best 
describe this dilemma by contrasting a 
theme which occasionally occurs in 
Durkheim's writings with one that appears 
in those of Marx. Durkheim (1952 [18971) 

notes at one point, in the course of his 
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discussion of suicide, that man is 'almost 
entirely the product of society', while 
woman is 'to a far greater extent the product 
of nature'. Expanding on these observations, 
he says of man: 'his tastes, aspirations and 
humour have in large part a collective 
origin, wh ile his companion's are more 
directly influenced by her organism. His 
needs, therefore, are quite different from 
hers.' In other words, women and men have 
different identities, tastes and inclinations 
because women are less socialized and are 
'closer to nature' than men. 

No one today would accept a view stated 
in qui te this manner. Female identity is as 
much shaped by socialization as that of 
males. Yet, when modified somewhat, 
Durkheim's claim does represent one possi
ble view of the form ation and nature of 
gender. This is that gender differences rest 
fundamentally on biologically g iven 
distinctions between men and women. 
Such a view does not necessarily mean 
believing that gender differences are mostly 
inborn. Rather, it presumes that women's 
socia l position and identity are mainly 
shaped by their involvement in reproduc
tion and childrearing. [f this view is correct, 
differences of gender are deeply embedded 
in all societies. The discrepancies in power 
between women and men reflect the fact 
that women bear children and are their 
primary caretakers, whereas men are active 
in the 'public' spheres of politics, work and 
war. 

Marx's view is substantially at odds with 
this. For Marx, gender differences in power 
and status between men and women mainly 
reflect other divisions, especially, in his 
eyes, class divisions. Accord ing to him, in 
the earliest forms of human society neither 
gender nor class divisions were present. The 
power of men over women only came about 
as class d ivisions appeared. Women came to 
be a form of 'private property' owned by 
men, through the institution of marriage. 
Women will be freed from their situation of 
bondage when class divisions are overcome. 
Again, few if any would accept this analysis 
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today, but we can make it more plausible by 
further generalizing it. Class is not the only 
factor shaping social divisions which affects 
the behaviour of men and women. Other 
factors include ethnicity and cultural back
ground. For instance, it might be argued 
that women in a minority group (say, black 
people in the United States) have more in 
common with men in that minority group 
than they do with women in the majority 
(that is, with white women). Or it may be the 
case that women from a particular culture 
(like a small hunting and gathering culture) 
share more common characteristics with 
the males of that culture than they do with 
women in an industrial society. 

The issues involved in this third dilemma 
are highly important, and bear directly on 
the challenge that feminist authors have 
thrown down to sociology. No one can seri
ously dispute that a great deal of sociologi
cal analysis in the past has either ignored 
women or has operated with interpretations 
of female identity and behaviour that are 
drastically inadequate. In spite of all the 
new research on women carried out in soci
ology over the past 20 years, there are still 
many areas in which the distinctive activi
ties and concerns of women have been 
insufficiently studied. But 'bringing the 
study of women into sociology' is not in and 
of itselfthe same as coping with problems of 
gender, because gender concerns the rela
tions between the identities and behaviour 
of women and men. For the moment, it has 
to be left as an open question how far 
gender differences can be illuminated by 
means of other sociological concepts (class, 
ethnicity, cultural background and so forth), 
or how far, on the contrary, other social divi
sions need to be explained in terms of 
gender. Certainly some of the major 
explanatory tasks of sociology in the future 
will depend on tackling this dilemma 
effectively. 

The direction of social change 

The Marxist perspective 

As we saw earlier in the chapter, Marx's writ
ings threw down a powerful challenge to 
sociological analysis, which has not been 
ignored. From his own time to the present 
day, many sociological debates have 
centred on Marx's ideas about the develop
ment of modern societies . Marx sees 
modern societies as capitalistic and the 
driving impulse behind social change in the 
modern era is the pressure towards constant 
economic transformation, which is an inte
gral part of capitalist production. Capital
ism is a vastly more dynamic economic 
system than any preceding one. Capitalists 
compete with one another to sell their 
goods to consumers, and, in order to survive 
in a competitive market, firms have to 
produce their wares as cheaply and 
efficiently as possible. This leads to constant 
technological innovation, because increas
ing the effectiveness ofthe technology used 
in a particular production process is one 
way in which companies can secure an edge 
over their rivals. 

There are also strong incentives to seek 
out new markets in which to sell goods, 
acquire cheap raw materials and make use 
of cheap labour power. Capitalism, there
fore, according to Marx, is a restlessly 
expanding system, pushing outwards 
across the world. This is how Marx explains 
the spread of Western industry globally. 

Marx's interpretation of the influence of 
capitalism has found many supporters, and 
subsequent authors have considerably 
refined Marx's own portrayal. On the other 
hand, numerous critics have set out to rebut 
his view, offering alternative analyses of the 
influences shaping the modern world. 
Virtually everyone accepts that capitalism 
has played a major part in creating the 
world in which we live. But other sociolo
gists have argued both that Marx exagger
ated the impact of purely economic factors 
in producing change, and that capitalism is 
less central to modern social development 
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Mane and Weber on the shaping of the modern world 

Broadly Weberian ideas Broadly Marxist ideas 
I . The main dynamic of modern development is 

the expansion of capitalistic economic 
mechanisms. 

I. The main dynamic of modern development is 
the rationalization of production. 

2. Modern societies are riven with class 
inequalities, which are basic to their very 
nature, 

2. Class is one type of inequality among many -
such as inequalities between men and women 
- in modern societies. 

3. Major divisions of power, like those affecting 
the differential position of men and women, 
derive ultimately from economic inequalities. 

3. Power in the economic system is separable 
from other sources. For instance, male-female 
inequalities cannot be explained in economic 
terms. 

4. Modern societies (capitalist societies) are a 
transitional type - we may expect them to 
become radically reorganized in the future. 
Socialism will eventually replace capitalism. 

5. The spread of Western influence across the 
world is mainly a result of the expansionist 
tendencies of capitalist enterp rise. 

4. Rationalization is bound to progress further in 
the future, in all spheres of social life. All 
modern societies are dependent on the same 
basic modes of social and economic 
organization. 

5. The global impact of the West comes from its 
command over industrial resources, together 
with superior military power. 

than he claimed. Most of these writers have 
also been sceptical of Marx's belief that a 
socialist system would eventually replace 
capitalism. 

Weber's alternative view 

One of Marx's earliest and most acute critics 
was Max Weber, whose writings have some
times been described as involving a lifelong 
struggle with 'the ghost of Marx' - that is, 
with the intellectual legacy that Marx left 
behind. The alternative position, which 
Weber worked out, remains important 
today. According to him, non-economic 
factors have played a key role in modern 
social development. This argument, in fac t, 
is one of the main points of his book, The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit afCapitalism. 
Religious values - especially those associ
ated with Puritanism-were of fundamental 
importance in creating a capitalistic 
outlook. This outlook did not emerge, as 
Marx supposed, from economic changes as 
such. 

Weber's understanding of the nature of 
modern societies and the reasons for the 
spread of Western ways of life across the 

world, contrasts substantially with that of 
Marx. According to Weber, capitalism - a 
distinct way of organizing economic enter~ 
prise - is one among other major factors 
shaping social development in the modern 
period. Underlying capitalistic economic 
mechanisms, and in some ways more 
fundamental than them, is the impact of 
science and bureaucracy. Science has 
shaped modern technology - and will 
presumably continue to do so in any future 
socialist society. Bureaucracy is the only way 
of organizing large numbers of people effec
tively, and therefore inevitably expands with 
economic and political growth. Weber refers 
to the development of science, modern 
technology and bureaucracy collectively as 
'rationalization', Rationalization means the 
organization of social and eco nomic life 
according to principles of efficiency, on the 
basis of technical knowledge. 

Marx or Weber? 
Which type of interpretation of modern 
societies, that deriving from Marx or that 
coming from Weber, is correct? Again, schol
ars are divided on the issue. And it must be 
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remembered that wi thin each camp there 
are variations, so not every theorist on each 
side will agree with the others. The contrasts 
between Marxist and Weberian standpoints 
inform many areas of sociology. They 
influence not only how we analyse the 
nature of the industrialized societies, but 
our view of less developed societies also. 

In addition, the two perspectives are 
linked to differing political positions, with 
authors on the left on the whole adopting 
views on the first side, liberals and conser
vatives those on the second side. Yet the 
factors with which this particular dilemma 
is concerned are of a more directly empiri
cal nature than those involved in the other 
dilemmas. Factual studies of the paths of 
evolution of modern societies and less 
developed countries help us assess how far 
patterns of change conform to one side or 
the other. 

The transformation of 
societies - and sociology 

The dilemma of how the modern world was 
shaped is still important, but more recent 
theorists have tried to go beyond both 
Marx and Weber. Yet other sociologists, 
including postmodernists (some of whom 
were originally Marxists), now discount 
Marx altogether. They believe that his 
attempt to find general patterns of history 
was inevitably doomed to failure. For such 
postmodern thinkers, sociologists should 
simply give up on the sorts of theory that 
both Marx and Weber sought to develop -
overall interpretations of social change or 
what we have here called 'grand theory'. 
Many sociologists now view contemporary 
societies as developing in ways that the 
classical theorists could not have foreseen. 
This is why they have come to the conclu
sion that it may be time to develop alterna
tive ways of thinking about and theorizing 
the globalizing social world in which, 
increasingly, we all live. 

]udith Butler's ideas on the performance of 
gender have been influential in undermining 
essentialist notions of gender identity. 

Gender equality and feminist 
theory 

The rise of the women's movement led to 
some radical changes within sociology and 
other disciplines. Feminism has led to a 
broad-based assault on the perceived male 
bias both in sociologica l theory a nd 
methodology, and in the very subject maner 
of SOCiology. Look back at figure 3.1 (page 
71) and count the number of women in the 
chart to see just how male-dominated soci-



ology has been. Not only has this male 
domination of sociology been challenged, 
but there have also been calls for a compre
hensive reconstruction of the discipline 
itself - both the questions that form its core 
and the presentation of discussions 
surrounding them. 

Feminist perspectives in sociology 
emphasize the centrality of gender in 
analysing the social world. While the diver
sity of feminist viewpoints makes it difficult 
to speak in generalities, we can safely say 
that most feminists agree that knowledge is 
integrally related to questions of sex and 
gender. Because men and women have 
different experiences and view the world 
from different perspectives, they do not 
construct their understandings ofthe world 
in identical ways. Feminists often charge 
that traditional sociological theory has 
denied or ignored the 'gendered' nature of 
knowledge and has instead projected 
conceptions of the social world, which are 
male-dominated. Males have traditionally 
occupied positions of power and authority 
in society and have an investment in main
taining their privileged roles, according to 
feminists. Under such conditions, gendered 
knowledge becomes a vital force in perpetu
ating established social arrangements and 
legitimating male domination. 

Feminism approache s in sociology are 
discussed further in chapter 14, 
'Sexuality and Gender'. 

Some feminist writers have argued that it 
is a mistake to suppose that either 'men' or 
'women' are groups with their own interests 
or characteristics. Several of these writers, 
such as Donna Haraway (1989, 1991), 
Helene Cixous (1976) and Judith Butler 
(1990,1997,2004), have been influenced by 
poststructuralist and postmodern thinking, 
which is discussed further below. According 
to Butler, gender is not a fixed category, an 
essence, but a fluid one, exhibited in what 
people do rather than what they are. If, as 
Butler (1990) argues, gender is something 
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that is 'done' or performed, then it is also 
something that we should fight to 'undo' 
when it is used by one group to exert power 
over another (see chapter 7, 'Social Interac
tion and Everyday Life'). 

Susan Faludi has also pursued the theme 
of gender identity. In Stiffed: The Betrayal of 
Modern Man (2000), a book on masculinity, 
Faludi shows that the idea that men domi
nate in all spheres is a myth. On the 
contrary, there is something of a crisis of 
masculinity today in the world that men 
supposedly own and run. Some groups of 
men are still confident and feel in control; 
many others find themselves marginalized 
and lacking in self-respect. The success that 
at least some women have achieved is part 
of the reason, but so too are changes in the 
nature of work. The impact of information 
technology, for example, has made many 
less-skilled men redundant to society's 
needs, while the shift towards the service 
sector has led to a 'feminization ofthe work
place', which many men seem reluctant to 
enter. 

See chapter 20, 'Work and Economic 
Life', for a discussion of service 
employment. 

Feminist theory has changed and devel
oped markedly since the 1980s and the 
themes it pursues are very different from 
those that emerged from within 1960s femi
nist movements. Whilst the latter saw femi
nism as a movement primarily concerned 
with equalizing the life chances of men and 
women, today feminist and queer theory 
question what exactly men and women are. 
Is there, in fact, any essential gendered 
being at all? The main issue for contempo
rary feminist theory may well be whether 
such questions are able to connect with the 
lives of women in both the developed and 
developing societies (see Shiva 1993). 

Feminist movements are discusse d 
further in chapter 22, 'Politics, 
Government and Social Moveme nts'. 
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THINKING CRITICALLY 

From your own experience, has 
substantial gender equality now been 
achieved in the developed world? Is 

there still a place for feminist 
movements and theory in an age of 

broad gender equality? Thinking more 
critically. what issues should feminists 
concentrate on today if they are to tap 
into the concerns of younger women? 

Poststructuralism and 
postmodernity 

Michel Foucault and 
poststructuralism 

Michel Foucault (1926-84). Jacques 
Derrida (1976, 1978) and Julia Kristeva 
(1974, 1977) are the most influential figures 
in an intellectual movement known as 
poststructuralism. However, it is the work 
of Foucault that has had by far the most 
influence on soc iology and the social 
sciences. In his work, he attempted to illus
trate shifts of understanding which sepa
rate thinking in our modern world fro m 
that of earlier ages. In his writings on crime, 
the body, madness and sexuality, Foucault 
analysed the emergence of modern institu
tions such as prisons, hospitals and schools 
that have played an increasing role in 
controlling and monitoring the social 
population. He wanted to show that there 
was 'another side' to Enlightenment ideas 
about individual liberty - one concerned 
with discipline and surveillance. Foucault 
advanced important ideas about the rela
tionship between power, ideology an d 
discourse in relation to modern organiza
tional systems. 

The study of power - how individuals and 
groups achieve their ends against those of 
others - is of fundamental importance in 
sociology. Marx and Weber, among the clas
sical founders, laid particular emphasis on 
power; Foucault continued some of the lines 
of thought they pioneered. The role of 

discourse is central to his thinking about 
power and control in society. He used the 
term to refer to ways of talking or thinking 
about particular subjects that are united by 
common assumptions. Foucault demon
strated, for example, the dramatic way in 
which discourses of madness changed from 
medieval times through to the present day. 
In the Middle Ages, for example, the insane 
were generally regarded as harmless; some 
believed that they may even have possessed 
a special 'gift' of perception. In modern soci
eties, however, 'madness' has been shaped 
by a medicalized discourse, which empha
sizes illness and treatment. This medicalized 
discourse is supported and perpetuated by a 
highly developed and influential network of 
doctors, medical experts, hospitals, profes
sional associations and medical journals. 

Foucault's work is discussed in more 
de tail in chapter 10, 'Health, Illness and 
Disability' . 

Accordin g to Foucault, power works 
through discourse to shape popular atti
tudes towards phenomena such as crime, 
madness or sexuality. Expert discourses 
established by those with power or author
ity can often be countered only by compet
ing expert discourses. In such a way, 
discourses can be used as a powerful tool to 
restrict alternative ways of thinking or 
speaking. Knowledge becomes a force of 
control. A prominent theme throughout 
Foucault's writings is the way power and 
knowledge are linked to technologies of 
surveillance, en forcement and discipline. 

Foucault's radical new approach to social 
theory stands in opposition to the general 
consensus about the nature of scientific 
knowledge. This approach, which character
ized many of his early works, has become 
known as Foucault's 'archaeology' of knowl
edge. Unlike other social scientists, who aim 
to make sense of the unfamiliar by drawing 
analogies with that whi ch is familiar, 
Foucault set about the opposite task: to make 
sense of the familiar by digging into the past. 



He energetically attacked the present - the 
taken -fa r-granted concepts, beliefs and 
structures which are largely in vis ibl e 
precisely because they are familiar. For exam
pie, he explored how the notion of'sexuality' 
has not always existed, but has been created 
through processes of social development. 
Similar comments can be made about our 
modern-day conceptions of normal and 
deviant activity, of sanity and madness, and 
so forth. Foucault attempted to reveal the 
assumptions behind our current beliefs and 
practices and to make the present 'visible' by 
accessing it from the past. However, we 
cannot have general theories about society, 
social development or modernity; we can 
only understand fragments of them. 

The postmodern turn in social theory 

Since the mid-1980s, advocates of postmod
ern ism claim that the classic social thinkers 
took their inspiration from the idea that 
history has a shape - it 'goes somewhere' and 
leads to progress. But this notion has now 
collapsed. There are no longer any 'grand 
narratives' or Imetanarratives' - overall con
ceptions of history or society - that make 
any sense (Lyotard 1985). Not only is there 
no general notion of progress that can be 
defended, there is also no such thing as 
history. The postmodern world is not 
destined, as Marx hoped, to be a socialist 
one. Instead, it is one dominated by the new 
media, which 'take us out' - disembed us 
from our past. 

Postmodern society is highly pluralistic 
and diverse. In countless films, videos, TV 
programmes and websites, images circulate 
around the world. We come into co ntact 
with many ideas and values, but these have 
little connection with the hi story of the 
areas in which we live, or indeed with our 
own personal histories. Everything seems 
constantly in flux. As one group of authors 
expressed things: 

Our world is being remade. Mass 
production, the mass consumer, the big 
city. big-brother state, the sprawling 
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housing estate, and the nation -state are in 
decline: flexibili ty. diversity. 
differentiation, and mobility. 
communication, decentralisation and 
in ternationalisation are in the ascendant. 
In the process our own identities, our 
sense of self, our own subjectivities are 
being transformed. We are in transition to 
a new era. (Hall and Jacques 1988) 

One important theorist of postmodernity 
is the French author Jean Baudrillard (whose 
work is discussed in more detail in chapter 
17, 'The Media') . Baudrillard believes that the 
electronic media have destroyed our rela
tionship to the past and created a chaotic, 
empty world. He was strongly influenced by 
Marxism in his early years. However, he 
argues that the spread of electronic commu
nication and the mass media has reversed 
the Marxist theorem that economic forces 
sha pe society. Instead, soc ia l life is 
influenced, above all, by signs and images. 

In a media-dominated age, BaudriUard 
says, meaning is created by the flow of 
images, as in TV programmes. Much of our 
world has become a sort of make- believe 
universe in which we are responding to 
media images rather than to real persons or 
places. Thus when Diana, Princess of Wales, 
died in 1997, there was an enormous 
outpouring of grief, not only in Britain but all 
over the world. Yet were people mourning a 
real person? Baudrillard would say not. 
Princess Diana existed for most people only 
through the media. Her death was more like 
an event in a soap opera than a real event in 
the way in which people experienced it; 
Baudrillard speaks of 'the dissolution of life 
into TV'. 

Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman 
(1992) offers a helpful distinction, offering 
two ways of thinking about postrnodern 
ideas. On the one hand, we could argue that 
the social world has rapidly moved in a post
modern direction . The enormous growth 
and spread of the mass media, new infor
mation technologies, more fluid movement 
of people across the world and the develop
ment of multicultural societies: aU of these 
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Postmodern theory is exemplified by 
Baudrillard's ideas on the domination of 
social life by the mass media, particularly 
television , 

mean that we no longer live in a modern 
world, but in a postmodern one. Modernity 
is dead and we are entering a period of post
modernity. The question then is, can a 
modern sociology adequately analyse a 
postmodern world? Is a sociology of post
modernity possible? The second view is that 
the postmodern changes above cannot be 
analysed using old sociological theories and 
concepts and we need to devise new ones. 
In short, we need a postmodern sociology for 
a postmodern world. 

Bauman accepts that the modern project 
that originated in the European Enlighten-

ment to rationally shape society no longer 
makes sense, at least not in the way thought 
possible by Comte, Marx or other ciassical 
theorists. However, since the turn of the 
century he has moved away from the term 
'postmodern' - which he says has become 
corrupted through too diverse usage - and 
now describes our world as one of 'Liquid 
Modernity', reflecting the fact that it is in 
constant flux and uncertainty in spite of all 
attempts to impose (a modern) order and 
stability onto it (Bauman 2000, 2007). 

One staunch critic of postmodern theory 
is Jiirgen Habermas (1983), who argued that 
now is not the time to give up on the 
'project' of modernity. He sees modernity as 
'an incomplete project' and instead of 
resigning it to the dustbin of history, we 
should be extending it: pushing for more 
d emocracy, more freedom and more 
rational policies. Postmodernists were 
essentially pessimists and defeatists. It does 
seem that postmodern analyses are now 
losing ground to the theory of globalization, 
which has become the dominant theoretical 
framework for understanding the direction 
of social change in the twenty-first century. 

THINIUNG CRITICALLY 

Postmodern theory suggests that the 
'project of modernity' , with its ideas of 

reason, rationality and progress, is 
dead. List all the social changes which 

could support such a view. Does this list 
amount to the kind of fundamental 
social transformation identified by 

Baudrillard and others? 

Globalization, risk and the 
'revenge' of nature 

The theory of globalization will be discussed 
extensively in chapter 4 and we will not 
anticipate that discussion here. Instead, we 
will look at three Significant contemporary 
theories, which assume that globalization is 
rapidly changing human societies. These 
theories are chosen as representative of 



sociologists who reject the radical postmod
ern idea of the death of modernity, but seek 
new ways of theorizing the changes global
ization brings. You will have to decide 
whether such theories give us any more 
purchase on the direction of contemporary 
social change than the classical traditions 
built on the work of Marx, Durkheim and 
Weber. 

Manuel Castells: the network 
economy 

Manuel Caste lis began his academic career 
as a Marxist. As an expert on urban affairs, 
he sought to apply Marx's ideas to the study 
of cities. In recent years, however, Castells 
has moved away from Marxism. Like 
Baudrillard, he has become concerned with 
the impact of media and communications 
technologies. The information society, 
CasteUs argues, is marked by the rise of 
networks and a network economy. The new 
economy, which depends on the connec
tions made possible by global communica
tions, is certainly capitalist. However, the 
capitalist economy and society of today are 
quite different from those of the past. The 
expansion of capitalism is no longer based 
primarily, as Marx thought it would be, 
either on the working class or the manufac
ture of material goods. Instead, telecommu
nications and computers are the basis of 
production. 

Castells' ideas on the 'network society' 
are discussed more fully in chapter 18, 
'Organizations and Networks'. 

Castells does not reveal much about how 
these changes are affecting gender rela
tions. However, he does say a good deal 
about their effects on personal identity and 
everyday life. In the network society, 
personal identity becomes a much more 
open matter. We do not any longer take our 
identities from the past; we have actively to 
create them in interacting with others. This 
directly affects the sphere of the family and 
also more generally the structuring of male 
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and female identities. Men and women no 
longer get their identities from traditional 
roles. Thus women's 'place' was once in the 
home, whereas that of men was to be 'out at 
work'. That division has now broken down. 

CasteUs calls the new global economy the 
'automaton' - he thinks that we no longer 
fully control the world we have created. His 
statements here echo those made a century 
earlier by Weber, who thought that the 
increase in bureaucracy would imprison us 
all in an 'iron cage'. As Castells puts it: 
'Humankind's nightmare of seeing our 
machines taking control of our world seems 
on the edge of becoming reality - not in the 
form of robots that eliminate jobs or 
government computers that police our 
lives, but as an electronically based system 
of financial transactions' (2000: 56). 

Yet Castells has not forgotten his Marxist 
roots altogether. He thinks that it may be 
possible to regain more effective control of 
the global marketplace. This will not come 
through any sort of revolution, but through 
the collective efforts of international organ
izations and countries which have a 

common interest in regulating interna
tional capitalism. Information technology, 
Castells concludes, can often be a means of 
local empowerment and community 
renewal. He quotes as an example the case 
of Finland. Finland is the most developed 
information society in the world. All schools 
in the country have Internet access and 
most of the population is computer literate. 
At the same time, Finland has a well
established and effective welfare state, 
which has been adapted to meet the needs 
of the new economy. 

Anthony Giddens on social reflexivity 

In my own writings, J also develop a theo
retical perspective on the changes happen
ing in the present-day world. We live today 
in what I call a 'runaway world ', a world 
marked by new risks and uncertainties of 
the sort diagnosed by Beck (I999) . But we 
should place the notion of trust alongside 
that of risk. Trust refers to the confidence 



we have either in individuals or in institu
tions. 

In a world ofrapid transformation, tradi
tional forms of trust tend to become 
dissolved. Trust in other people used to be 
based in the local community. Living in a 
more globalized society, however, our lives 
are influenced by people we never see or 
meet, who may be living on the far side of 
the world from us. Trust means having 
confidence in 'abstract systems' - for exam
ple, we have to have confidence in agencies 
for food regulation, the purification of water 
or the effectiveness of banking systems. 
Trust and risk are closely bound up with one 
another. We need to have confidence in 
such authorities if we are to confront the 
risks which surround us, and react to them 
in an effective way. 

Living in an information age, in my view, 
means an increase in social reflexivity. 
Social reflexivity refers to the fact that we 
have constantly to think about, or reflect 
upon, the circumstances in which we live 
our lives. When societies were more geared 
to custom and tradition, people could 
follow established ways of doing things in a 
more unreflective fashion. For us, many 
aspects of life that for earlier generations 
were simply taken for granted become 
matters of open deCision -making. For 
example, for hundreds of years people had 
no effective ways of limiting the size oftheir 
families. With modern forms of contracep
tion, and other forms of technological 
involvement in reproduction, parents can 
not only choose how many children they 
have, but can even decide what sex their 
children will be. These new possibilities, 
of course, are fraught with new ethical 
dilemmas. 

We have not inevitably lost control of our 
own future. In a global age, nations certainly 
lose some of the power they used to have. 
For instance, countries have less influence 
over economic policy than they once had. 
However, governments retain a good deal of 
power. Acting collaboratively, nations can 
get together to reassert their influence over 

the runaway world. The groups to which 
Beck points - agencies and movements 
working outside the formal framework of 
politics - can have an important role. But 
they will not supplant orthodox democratic 
politics. Democracy is still crucial, because 
groups in the area of 'sub-politics' make 
divergent claims and have different inter
ests. Such groups may include, for example, 
those who are actively campaigning in 
favour of more tolerance of abortion, and 
those who believe entirely the opposite. 
Democratic government must assess and 
react to these varying claims and concerns. 

There is a potential 'democracy of the 
emotions' emerging in everyday life. A 
democracy of the emotions refers to the 
emergence of forms of family life in which 
men and women participate in an equal 
fashion. Virtually all forms of traditional 
family were based on the dominance of men 
over women, something that was usually 
sanctioned in law. The increasing equality 
between the sexes cannot be limited only to 
the right to vote; it must also involve the 
personal and intimate sphere, The democ
ratizing of personal life advances to the 
degree to which relationships are founded 
on mutual respect, communication and 
tolerance. 

Ulrich Beck and ecological politics in 
an age of risk 

Another German sociologist, Ulrich Beck, 
also rejects postmodernism. Rather than 
living in a world 'beyond the modern', we are 
moving into a phase of what he calls 'the 
second modernity'. The second modernity 
refers to the fact that modern institutions are 
becoming global, while everyday life is break
ing free from the hold of tradition and 
custom. The old industrial society is disap
pearing and is being replaced by a 'risk soci
ety'. What the postmodernists see as chaos, or 
lack of pattern, Beck sees as risk or uncer
tainty. The management of risk is the prime 
feature of the global order. 

Beck is not arguing that the contempo
rary world is more risky than that of previ-



ous ages. Rather, it is the nature of the risks 
we must face that is changing. Risk now 
derives less from natural dangers or hazards 
than from uncertainties created by our own 
social development and by the develop
ment of science and technology. For exam
ple, global warming - or climate change -
represents possibly the most serious envi
ronmental issue today. But the scientific 
consensus is that this is not a simple natural 
disaster, but the product of excessive green
house gases from industrial pollution and 
modern transportation emissions over the 
past 250 years. Popular science writers have 
dubbed such reactions, the 'revenges of 
nature'. 

The advance of science and technology 
creates new risk situations that are very 
different from those of previous ages. 
Science and technology obviously provide 
many benefits for us. Yet they create risks 
that are hard to measure. Thus no one quite 
knows, for example, what the risks involved 
in the development of new technologies, 
such as genetic modification or nanotech
nology, might be. Supporters of genetically 
modified crops, for example, claim that at 
best they give us the possibiHty of ending 
malnutrition in the world's poorest coun
tries and providing cheap food for everyone. 
Sceptics claim that they could have danger
ous, unintended health consequences. 

Beck's ideas on risk are discussed in 
more detail in chapter 5, 'The 
Environment' . 

According to Beck, an important aspect of 
the risk society is that its hazards are not 
restricted spatially, temporally or socially. 
Today's risks affect all countries and all 
social classes; they have global. not merely 
personal, consequences. Many forms of 
manufactured risk, such as those to do with 
terrorism or pollution for example, cross 
national boundaries. The explosion at the 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant in Ukraine 
in 1986 provides a clear illustration of this 
point. Everyone living in the immediate 
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vicinity of Chernobyl - regardless of age, 
class, gender or status - was exposed to 
dangerous levels of radiation. At the same 
time, the effects of the accident stretched far 
beyond Chernobyl itself; throughout 
Europe and beyond, abnormally high levels 
of radiation were detected long after the 
explosion. 

Many decisions taken at the level of 
everyday life also become infused with risk. 
Risk and gender relations are actually 
closely linked, for example, as many new 
uncertainties have entered the relation ~ 

ships between the sexes (see chapter 9, 
'FamiHes and Intimate Relationships'). One 
example concerns the areas of love and 
marriage. A generation ago, in the devel
oped societies, marriage was a fairly 
straightforward process of life transition -
people moved from being unmarried to 
being married, and this was assumed to be a 
fairly permanent situation. Today, many 
people live together without getting 
married and divorce rates are high. Anyone 
contemplating a relationship with another 
person must take these facts into account, 
and is therefore involved in risk calcula
tions. The individual must judge his or her 
likelihood of gaining happiness and security 
against this uncertain backdrop. 

The threat of terrorism provides another 
example of how risk affects our society. The 
self-defined 'Islamic' terrorist attacks on 
New York and Washington in 2001, Bali in 
2002, Casablanca and Madrid in 2004, 
London in 2005 and many more all changed 
the extent to which people thought of their 
communities as being at risk from violence. 
The fear of terrorism created inertia in 
economies around the world, particularly in 
the months after September 2001, as busi
nesses became reluctant to risk large-scale 
investment. The terrorist attacks also 
Changed the assessment that states made 
over the balance between the freedom of its 
citizens and their security. 

In recent years, Beck's thinking has 
followed that of others (Vertovec and Cohen 
2002; Benhabib 2006), developing into a 
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Shaira Khatoon lost both her eyes in an industrial disaster at a pesticide plant in Bhopal, India, 
in 1984. More than 15,000 people lost their lives in the month following the toxic explosion and 
some 500,000 were left permanently injured. 

theory of cosmopolitanism (Beck 2006; 
Beck and Grande 2007). Beck's version of 
cosmopolitanism begins from a critique of 
'nation-state-based' thinking; that is, theo
ries within the social sciences which take 
national societies as the main unit of analy
sis. In The Cosmopolitan Vision (2006: 18) 
Beck argues that this 'national outlook', now 
'fails to grasp that political, economic and 
cultural action and their (intended and 
unintended ) co nseq uences know n o 
borders'. In our age of globalization, where 
national borders are becoming more 
permeable and individual states are less 
powerful, social reality is being transformed 
in a thoroughly cosmopolitan direction. 
This process of 'cosmopolitanization' is 
occurring even behind the backs of sociolo
gists who continue to think in terms of 
national societies and their international 
relationships. If allowed to develop without 
direction, cosmopolitanization presents as 

many threats as opportunities, part icularly 
forthose who are exploited by multinational 
corporations traversing the globe seeking 
cheaper labour and maximal profits. 

Beck argues that the nation-state is no 
longer able to cope in a world of global risks. 
Instead, there must be transnational coop
eration between states. The narrow view
point of the nation-state becomes an 
impediment when it comes to dealing with 
new risks, such as global warming. When it 
comes to fi ghting against international 
terrorism, we must ask what we are fighting 
for. His ideal is a cosmopolitan system based 
on the acknowledgement and acceptance of 
cultural diversity. Cosmopolitan states do 
not fight only against terrorism, but also 
against the causes of terrorism in the world. 
To Beck, they provide the most positive way 
to deal with global problems, which appear 
insoluble at the level of the individual state, 
but manageable through cooperation. 



The social changes of recent decades do 
not spell the end of attempts at social and 
political reform. Beck argues to the 
contrary: new forms of activism are appear
ing. We see the emergence of a new field of 
what Beck calls 'sub-politics'. This refers to 
the activities of groups and agencies operat
ing outside the formal mechanisms of 
democratic politics, such as ecological. 
consumer or human rights groups. Respon
sibility for risk management cannot be left 
to politicians or scientists alone: other 
groups of citizens need to be brought in. 
Groups and movements that develop in the 
arena of sub-politics, however, can have a 
big influence on orthodox political mecha
nisms. For instance, responsibility for the 
environment, which was previously the 
province of ecological activists. has now 
been accepted as part of the conventional 
political framework. 

Beck concedes that thinking in universal 
or cosmopolitan terms is not really new. 
Previously. the idea of citizenship beyond 
the nation-state was the preserve of well 
travelled and well-connected social elites 
who voluntarily chose to see themselves as 
'Europeans', for example, or as 'citizens of 
the world'. But this form of cosmopolitan ism 
now has much stronger roots in reality and is 
therefore potentially more effective. Beck 
argues that it is not enough for sociologists 
simply to analyse the emerging cosmopoli
tan world society; they should also be 
involved in shaping it in positive directions if 
the problems associated with globalization 
are to be tackled. 

THINIUNG CRITICALLY 

Beck argues that we are moving into a 
global risk society. What are the 

implications of the environmental risks 
discussed above for the world's 

developing countries? Why might 
environmental risks be more evenly 

distributed globally than. say. poverty 
and malnutrition? 
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Conclusion: out with the 
old, in with the new? 

Perhaps today we are at the beginning of a 
major new phase in the development of 
sociological theorizing. The ideas of the 
classic thinkers - Marx. Durkheim and 
Weber - were formed during times of great 
social, political and economic change, 
which their theories sought to understand. 
We are now living through a period of global 
transformation that is probably just as 
profound and yet is much more widely felt 
across larger areas of the world. We seem to 
need new theories to help us understand 
and explain the new developments that are 
transforming our societies today. 

But this conclusion does not necessarily 
mean we should abandon the older theoret
ical perspectives altogether. Sociological 
theoty cannot be successful if it only devel
ops through internal debate. It has to give us 
insights into the key issues of the day and 
must be empirically adequate as well as 
internally coherent. What is likely to be 
more productive is to bring the older 
perspectives into contact with the new, in 
order to test and compare their effective
ness in helping us understand and explain 
the dramatic changes we are living through. 
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Summary points 

1. A diversity of theoretical approaches is found 
in sociology. The reason for this is not 
particularly puzzling: theoretical disputes are 
difficult to resolve even in the natural 
sciences, and in sociology we face special 
difficulties because of the complex problems 
involved in subjecting our own behaviour to 
study. However, the dominance of Parsonian 
functionalism in the 1950 and '60s shows us 
that things have not always been this way and 
may change again in the future. Sociological 
theorizing needs to remain close to the central 
problems of the day in order to stay relevant. 

2. Clashes ofvievvpoint in sociology bring to our 
attention several basic theoretical dilemmas. 
An important one concerns how we should 
relate human action to social structure. Are we 
the creators of society, or created by it? The 
choice between these alternatives is not as 
stark as it may initially appear, and the real 
problem is how to relate the two aspects of 
social life to one another. 

3. A second dilemma concerns whether 
societies should be pictured as harmonious 
and orderly, or whether they should be seen 
as marked by persistent conflict. Again, the 
two views are not completely opposed, and 
we need to show how consensus and conflict 
interrelate. 

4 . A third basic dilemma concerns gender, and 
in particular whether we should build it as a 
general category into our sociological 
thinking. Fe minist theorists have brought 
changes both in what sociologists think about, 
and in the way they think it. 

5. A fourth dilemma is to do with the analysis of 
modern social development. Are processes of 
change in the modern world mainly shaped 
by capitalist economic development or by 
other factors, including non-economic ones? 
Positions taken in this debate are influenced to 
some extent by the political beliefs and 
attitudes held by different sociologists. 

6. In tackling the issues of social development, 
recent theorists have tried to go beyond both 
Marx and Weber. Postmodern thinkers deny 
that we can develop any general theories of 
history or society at all, but these are now 
losing ground to theories of globalization. 

7. Other theorists are critical of postmodernisrn, 
arguing that we can still develop overall 
theories of the social world, and in a way that 
will enable us to intervene to shape it for the 
better. Castells, Beck and Giddens are 
amongst this more recent strand of theorizing, 
which attempts to develop new ways of 
the orizing for a global age. 
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Further reading 

Books on social and sociological theory are 
amongst the most numerous of any subject 
in sociology, so there should something to 
suit everyone's taste. For a well-written 
introduction to the theories discussed in this 
chapter, try Pip jones, Introducing Social 
Theory (Cambridge: Polity, 2003). An 
alternative is Shaun Best's A Beginners Guide 
to Social Theory (London: Sage, 2002). A 
different approach is taken by Steven Miles 
in Social Theory in the Real World (London: 
Sage, 2001), which shows how theory can 
help us to understand the world we live in. 

From here, a somewhat more challenging 
text is Derek Layder's Understanding Social 
Theory, 2nd edn (London: Sage, 2005), which 
is very good on critical commentary. George 
Ritzer's Sociological Theory, 7th edn 

(Maidenhead: McGraw-Hill, 2007) is a 
similarly excellent book by a renowned 
expert in sociological theory. 

For the more contemporary theorists, Austin 
Harrington's (ed.) Modem Social Theory:An 
Introduction (Buckingham: Open University 
Press, 2004) is a useful collection, and for the 
classical theorists, Kenneth Morrisons Marx, 
Durkheim, Weber: Formations o/Modem Social 
Thought (London: Sage, 2006) is deservedly 
into its second edition. 

Of course, at some point it will be necessary 
to consult the ideas of the theorists in this 
chapter in their original texts. Ultimately this 
is the only way to form your own assessment 
of their relative merits and for that reason is 
strongly recommended. 
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Internet links 

The Dead Sociologists' Society - sadly, exactly 
what it says. Very good resources on the classical 
theorists: 
http://media. pfeiffer.edullridener IDSSIDEADS 
OC.HTML 

Feminist theories and perspectives: 
www.cddc.vt.edu/feminism/enin.html 

The Frankfurt School of Critical Theory: 
www.marxists.org/subject/frankfurt-school! 
index.htm 

Phenomenologists and ethnomethodologists: 
www.phenomenologyonline.com/scholars/ 
scholars.htm! 

A series of webpages below devoted to the work 
of some individual theorists: 
Jean Baudrillard - http://englishscholar.com/ 
baudrillard.htm 
Judith Butler- www.theory.org.uk/ctr-butl.htm 
Ulrich Beck - www.lse.ac.uk/collections/ sociol
ogy/whoswho/beck.htm 
Manuel Castells - http://sociology.berkeley. 
edul faculty I castellsl 
Michel Foucault - www.foucault. 
info/documentsl 
Anthony Giddens - http://old.lse.ac.uk/ collec
tionsl meetthedirector.20031 00 11 
Erving Goffman - www.mdx.ac.uk/WWW/ 
STUDY/xgof.htm 
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Planet Earth, geologists tell us, is a barely imaginable four and a half billion 

years old. Human beings have existed on earth for less than half a million 

years or so. Agriculture, the necessary basis of fixed settlements, is much more 

recent, being just 12,000 years old. Large-scale human civilizations date back 

no more than 6,000 years. Ifwe can think of the entire span of human existence 

thus far as a 24-hour day, agriculture would have come into existence at 11.56 

p.m. - four minutes to midnight - and civilizations at 11.57 p.m. Over this very 

long timescale of human history, human beings gradually spread into most 

parts of the planet as relationships between human groups became more 

regular and often riven with conflicts (MenneIl1990). This global development 



GLOBALIZATION AND THE CHANGING WORLD 

of humanity has occupied most of human 
history. 

The development of modern societies 
would get under way only at 11.59 and 30 
seconds. Yet the last 30 seconds of this 
human day have arguably produced more 
rapid social and environmental change 
than in all the time leading up to it. The 
period sociologists call modernity has 
witnessed a much more rapid globalization 
of social life, connecting large-scale soci
eties together in a whole variety of ways, 
from long-range economic exchanges and 
international political agreements to global 
tourism, electronic communications tech
nology and more fluid migration patterns. 
In all these ways, people across the world 
have become more interconnected and 
interdependent than in previous times. 

The sheer pace of change in the modern 
era is evident if we look at rates of popula
tion growth and technological develop
ment. Italian demographer, Massimo Livi
Bacci (1992), has studied the global human 
population and its long-term growth. From 
an estimated 6 million people in 10,000 
BCE, the global population rose to almost 6 
billion by 1990 (see table 4.1) and in 2007 
stood at 6.6 billion. In itself, such a recent 
increase is staggering enough. However, 
Livi-Bacci's study shows that the pace of 
population growth has been very uneven, 
speeding up from around 1750, the start of 
the industrial era. Perhaps the most strik
ing demographic aspect here is the 
'doubling time' of the global population. 
Even in 1750, the time it took for the popu
lation to double in size was quite slow, 
taking more than 1,000 years; but by 1950 
this was down to 118 years and in 1990 a 
mere 38 years. If such predictions are borne 
out in the future, there will be more than 10 
billion people on planet Earth by 2025, all 
trying to eke out a living. Whether they will 
be able to do so is, in part, dependent on 
the carrying capacity of the natural envi
ronment and this is strongly influenced by 
the creativity of human technological 
development. 

Chapter 5, 'The Environment' ,looks more 
closely at the impact of such rapid human 
expansion on the natural environment 
and other species. 

What Livi-Bacci's work shows us is the 
change of pace in the process of globaliza
tion introduced with the modern era, lead
ing to a much more effective form of global 
society since the 1950s. In this chapter, we 
will look at previous types of society and 
some key turning points in the long-term, 
overall history of human affairs, before 
moving on to look at evidence and current 
debates on the rapid globalization process 
that, arguably, has occurred only over the 
last 60 years or so. Many social scientists see 
this co ntemporary form of globalization as 
the most significant development that will 
shape all of our futures. 

First though, we look at the main types of 
society that existed in the past and which 
can still be found in parts of the world. 
Today we are accustomed to societies that 
contain tens of millions of people, many of 
them living together in crowded urban 
areas. But this situation is historically 
unusual. For most of human history, popu
lations were much less densely populated 
than now and it is only over the past 100 
years or so that any societies have existed 
in which the majority of the population are 
urban dwellers. To understand the forms of 
society that existed prior to modern 
industrialism, we have to call on the 
historical dimension of the sociological 
imagination. 

Types of society 

A disappearing world: the fate of 
pre-modern societies 

The explorers, traders and mIssIOnaries 
sent out during Europe's great age of 
discovery met with many different peoples. 
As the anthropologist Marvin Harris has 
written, in his work, Cannibals and Kings 
(1978): 



Table 4.1 Population, total births, and years lived (10,000 BCE -1990) 

Demographic index 10,000 BCE* 0 1750 1950 1990 

Population (millions) 6 252 771 2530 5292 

Annual growth (%) 0.008 0.037 0.064 0.596 1845 

Doubling time (years) 8369 1854 1083 116 38 

Births (billions) 9.29 33.6 22.64 10.42 4.79 

Life expectancy 20 22 27 35 55 

NB For brrlhs and hie expectancy: the data refer to mterval be tween the date at the head of the column and that of the 
precedmg column (for the fIrst column the mterval runs from the hypothetical ongm of the hum an species to J 0,000 BCE). 

*Many hlStonans no",; use BCE (Before the Common Era) and eE (Common Era) rather than BC and lID 

Source. Adapted from LivI-Baccl 1992 31 

In some regions - Australia, the Arctic. the 
southern tips of South America and Africa 
- they found groups still living much like 
Europe's own long-forgonen s tone age 
ancestors: bands of twenty or thirty 
people, sprinkled across vast territories, 
constantly on the move, living entirely by 
hunting animals and collecting wild 
plants. These hunter-collectors appeared 
to be members of a rare and endangered 
species. In other regions - the forests of 
eastern North America, the jungles of 
South America, and East Asia - they found 
denser populations, inhabiting more or 
less permanent villages, based on farming 
and consisting of perhaps one or two large 
communal structures, but here too the 
weapons and tools were relics of 
prehisto ry .... Elsewhere of course, the 
explorers encountered full y developed 
states and empires, headed by despots 
and ruUng classes, and defended by 
standing armies. It was these great 
empires, with their cities, monuments, 
palaces, temples and treasures that had 
lured all the Marco Polos and Columbuses 
across the oceans and deserts in the first 
place. There was China - the greatest 
empire in the world, a vast, sophisticated 
realm whose leaders scorned the 'red
faced barbarians', supplicants from puny 
kingdoms beyond the pale of the civilised 
world. And there was India - a land where 
cows were venerated and the unequal 
burdens of life were apportioned 
according to what each soul had merited 
in its previous incarnation. And then there 
were the native American states and 
empires, worlds unto themselves, each 

with its distinctive arts and religions: the 
Incas, with their great stone fortresses, 
suspension bridges, over-worked 
granaries, and state-controlled economy; 
and the Aztecs, with their bloodthirsty 
gods fed from human hearts and their 
incessant search for fresh sacrifices. 

This seemingly unlimited variety of pre
modern societies can actually be grouped 
into three main categories, each of which is 
referred to in Harris's description: hunters 
and gatherers CHarris calls these, 'hunter
collectors' in his description above); larger 
agrarian or pastoral societies (involving 
agriculture or the tending of domesticated 
animals); and non-industrial civilizations 
or traditional states. As table 4.2 shows, with 
the emergence of each su ccessive societal 

type came larger societies and an increase 

in the size of the global human population, 

The earliest societies: hunters and 
gatherers 
For a11 but a tiny part of the ir existence on 
this planet, human beings have lived in 
hunting and gathering societies, Hunters 
and gatherers gain their livelihood from 
hunting, fishing and gathering edible plants 
growing in the wild. These cultures continue 
to exist in some parts of the world, such as in 
a few arid parts of Africa and the jungles of 
Brazil and New Guinea. Most hunting and 
gathering cultures, however, have been 
destroyed or absorbed by the spread of 



Types ofpre-modern human society 

Type 

Hunting and 
gathering 
societies 

Agrarian 
societies 

Pastoral 
societies 

'ITaditional 
societies or 
civilizations 

Period of EXIStence 

50,000 BCE to the present Now on 
the verge of complete 
disappearance. 

12,000 BCE to the present Most 
are now part of larger political 
entities and are losing their 
distinct identity. 

12,000 BCE to the present. Today 
mostly part of larger states; their 
traditional ways of life are being 
tmdermmed. 

6000 BCE to the nineteenth century. 
All traditlonal states have 
disappeared, 

Western culture (the culture of Europe, the 
United Sta tes, Australasia) and those that 
remain are unlikely to stay intact for much 
longer. Currently, fewer than a quarter of a 
million people in the world support them 
selves through hunting and gathering - only 
0.001 per cen t of the world's population (see 
fi gure 4.1). 

Compared with larger societies - particu
larly those in the developed world - li ttle 
inequality is found in most hunting and 
gathering groups. Hunters and gatherers do 

Characteristics 

Consist of small numbers of people gaining 
their livelihood from hunting, fishing and 
the gathering of edible plants. 

Few inequalitles. 

Differences of rank limited by age and 
gender 

Based on small rural comrmmities, without 
towns or cities. 
Livelihood gained through agriculture, 
often supplemented by huntmg and 
gathering. 

Stronger inequalities than among hunters 
and gatherers. 

Ruled by chiefs. 

Size ranges from a few hundred people to 
many thousands. 
Dependent on the tending of domesticated 
animals for theIr subsistence. 

Marked by distinct inequalities. 

Ruled by chiefs, or warrior kings. 

Very large in size, some numbermg 
millions of people (though small 
compared with larger industrialized 
societies) . 

Some CIties exist, in which trade and 
manufacture are concentrated. 

Based largely on agriculture. 

Major inequalities exist among different 
classes. 

Distinct apparatus of government headed 
by a king or emperor. 

not accumulate material wealth beyond 
what is needed to cater for their basic wants. 
Their m ain preoccupations are normally 
with religious values and with ceremonial 
and ritual activities. The m aterial goods they 
need are limited to weapons for hunting, 
tools for digging and building, traps and 
cooking utensils. Thus there is little differ
ence among members of the society in the 
number or kinds of material possessions -
there are no divisions of rich and poor, 
Differences of position or rank tend to be 



Pre-historic cave paintings show us something of the lives of the earliest hunter-gatherers. 

limited to age and sex; men are almost 
always the hunters, while women gather 
wild crops, cook, and bring up the children. 
This division of labour between men and 
women, however, is very important: men 
tend to dominate public and ceremonial 
positions. 

Hunters and gatherers are not merely 
'primitive' peoples whose ways of life no 
longer hold any interest for us. Studying 
their cultures allows us to see more clearly 
that modern institutions are far from being 
'natural' features of all human life. Of 
course, we should not idealize the circum
stances in which hunters and gatherers 
have lived, but, nonetheless, the absence of 
war, the lack of major inequalities of wealth 
and power and the emphasis on coopera
tion rather than competition are all 
instructive reminders that the world 
created by modern industrial civilization is 
not necessarily to be equated in any obvi
ous way with 'progress'. 

Pastoral and agrarian societies 
About 20,000 years ago, some hunting and 
gathering groups turned to the raising of 
domesticated animals and the cultivation 
of fixed plots ofland as their means ofliveli
hood. Pastoral societies are those that rely 
mainly on domesticated livestock, while 
agrarian societies are those that grow 
crops (practise agriculture). Many societies 
have had mixed pastoral and agrarian 
economies. 

Oepending on the environment in which 
they live, pastoralists rear and herd animals 
such as cattle, sheep, goats, camels and 
horses. Many pastoral societies still exist in 
the modern world, concentrated especially 
in areas of Africa, the Middle East and 
Central Asia. These societies are usually 
found in regions where there are dense 
grassiands, or in deserts or mountains. Such 
regions are not amenable to fruitful agricul
ture, but may support various kinds of live
stock. Pastoral societies usually migrate 
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World population: 350 million 
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Figure 4.1 The decline of hunting and gathering societies 

Source: Lee and De Vore (1968) 

betwee n different areas according to 
seasonal changes. Given their nomadic 
habits, people in pastoral societies do not 
normally accumulate many material 

possessions, although their way of life is 
more complex in material terms than that of 
hunters and gatherers. 

At some point, hunting and gathering 



groups began to sow their own crops rather 
than simply collect those growing in the 
wild. This practice first developed as what is 
usually called 'horticulture', in which small 
gardens were cultivated with the use of 
simple hoes or digging instruments. Like 
pastoralism, horticulture provided for a 
more assured supply offood than was possi
ble by hunting and gathering and could 
therefore support larger communities. 
Since they were not on the move, people 
gaining a livelihood from horticulture could 
develop larger stocks of material posses
sions than either hunting and gathering or 
pastoral communities. Some people in the 
world still rely primarily on agriculture for 
their livelihood (see table 4.3). 

Non-industrial or traditional 
civilizations 

From about 6000 BCE onwards, we find 
evidence of larger societies than ever 
existed before, which contrast in distinct 
ways with earlier types (see figure 4.2). 
These societies were based on the develop
ment of cities, showed very pronounced 
inequalities of wealth and power and were 
associated with the rule of kings or emper
ors. Because they involved the use of writ
ing, and science and art flourished, they are 
often called civilizations. 

The earliest civilizations developed in 
the Middle East, usually in fertile river 
areas. The Chinese Empire originated in 
about 2000 BCE, when powerful states 
were also founded in what are now India 
and Pakistan. A number of large civiliza
tions existed in Mexico and Latin America, 
such as the Aztecs of Mexico, the Mayas of 
the Yucatan Peninsula and the In cas of 
Peru. 

Most traditional civilizations were also 
empires; they achieved the size they did 
through the conquest and incorporation of 
other peoples (Kautsky 1982). This was 
true, for instance, of traditional China and 
Rome. At its height, in the first century CE, 
the Roman Empire stretched from Britain 
in north-west Europe to beyond the Middle 

These Masai warriors from Tanzania are 
among some of the few remaining 
pastoralists m the world today. 

East. The Chinese empire, which lasted for 
more than 2,000 years, up to the threshold 
of the twentieth century, covered most of 
the massive region of eastern Asia now 
occupied by modern China. The emer
gence of these large-scale civilizations and 
empires shows that the long-term process 
of globalization has involved invasion, 
wars and violent conquest every bit as 
much as cooperation and mutual exchange 
between societies. Nevertheless, by the 
dawn of the modern era, human settle
ment had already taken place right across 
the globe. 



Some agrarian societies remain 

Country 

Rwanda 

Uganda 

Ethiopia 

Nepal 

Bangladesh 

How the industrialized societies differ 

Japan 

Australia 

Germany 

Canada 

United Kingdom 

United States 

Sow'ce CIA World Factbook 2007 

The modern world: the 
industrialized societies 

What has happened to destroy the forms of 
society which dominated th e whole of 
history up to two centuries ago? The answer, 
in a w ord, is industrialization - a te rm we 

introduced in chapter 1. Industrialization 
refers to the emergence of machine produc
tion, based on the use of inanimate power 
resources (like steam or electricity). The 
industrial societies (so metimes also called 
'modern' or 'developed' societies) are utterly 
different from any previous type of social 
order and th eir development has had 
consequences stretching far beyond their 
European origins. 

In even the most advanced of traditional 
civilizations, most people were engaged in 
working on the land. The relatively low level 
of technological development did not 
permit more than a small minority to be 
freed from th e chores of agricultural 
production . Mod e rn technology has 
ce rtainly transformed the ways of life 
enjoyed by a large proportion of the human 
population . As th e economic hi storian 
David Landes (1969) has observed: 

Percentage of workers in agriculture 

90 

82 

80 

76 

63 

4.6 

3.6 

2.8 

2.0 

1.4 

0.7 

Modern technology produces not only 
more, faster; it turns out objects that could 
not have been produced under any 
circumstances by the craft methods of 
yes terday. The best Indian hand-spinner 
could not turn out yarn so fine and regular 
as that afthe (spinning] mule; all the 
forges in eighteenth-century Christendom 
could not have produced steel sheets so 
large, smooth and homogeneous as those 
of a modern strip mill. Most important, 
mode rn techno logy has created things 
that could scarcely have been conceived in 
the pre- industrial era: the camera, the 
motor car, the ai rplane, the who le array o f 
electronic devices from the radio to the 
high-speed computer, the nuclear power 
plant, and so on almost ad in fi nitum. 

Even so , the contin uing exis te nce of gross 

global inequalities means that such techno
logical development is still not equally 
shared . The modes oftife and social institu 
tions characteris tic o f the m ode rn w orld are 
radically different from those of even the 
recent pas t. During a period of only two or 
three centuries - a minute s liver of time in 

the context of human history - human 
social life has been wrenched away from the 
types of social order in which people lived 
for thousands of years. 
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Figure 4.2 Civilizations in the ancient world 

A central feature of industrial societies 
today is that a large majority of the 
employed population work in factories. 
offices or shops rather than in agriculture 
(as we saw in table 4.2). And over 90 per cent 
of people live in towns and cities, where 
most jobs are to be found and new job 
opportunities are created. The largest cities 
are vastly greater in size than the urban 
settlements found in traditional civiliza
tions. In the cities, social life becomes more 
impersonal and anonymous than before 
and many of our day-to-day encounters are 
with strangers rather than with individuals 
known to us. Large-scale organizations, 
such as business corporations or govern
ment agencies, come to influence the lives 
of virtually everyone. 

The role of cities in the new global order 
is discussed in chapter 6, 'Cities and 
Urban Life'. 

A further feature of modern societies 
concerns their political systems. which are 
more developed and intensive than forms of 
government in traditional states. In tradi-

i;! ~~ 

tional civilizations, the political authorities 
(monarchs and emperors) had little direct 
influence on the customs and habits of most 
of their subjects, who lived in fairly self
contained local villages. With industrializa
tion, transportation and communication 
became much more rapid, making for a 
more integrated 'national' community. 

The industrial societies were the first 
nation -states to come into ex istence. 
Nation-states are political communities, 
divided from each other by clearly delimited 
borders rather than the vague frontier areas 
that used to separate traditional states. 
National governments have extensive 
powers over many aspects of citizens' lives, 
framing laws that apply to all those living 
within their borders. Virtually all societies in 
the world today are nation-states. 

The application of industrial technology 
has by no means been limited to peaceful 
processes of economic development. From 
the earliest phases of industrialization, 
modern production processes have been 
put to military use and this has radically 
a ltered ways of waging war, creating 



weaponry and modes of military organiza
tion much more advanced than those of 
non-industrial cultures. Together, superior 
economic strength, political cohesion and 
military superiority account for the seem
ingly irresistible spread of Western ways of 
life across the world over the past two 
centuries. Once again. as we noted in our 
discussion of older types of society, we have 
to acknowledge that the globalization 
process has very often been characterized 
by violence and conquest. 

Issues of war and violence are taken up 
in chapter 23. 'Nations, Waz and 
Terrorism'. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Take a few moments to re fle ct on just 
how different industrialized, modern 

societies are from previous types. What 
three features would you pick out as 
being the most significant ones that 

mark them out as very different types, 
and why? Mane once forecast that the 

industrialized countries showed to the 
non-industrialized ones a picture of 
their own future. In what ways has he 

been proved right, and how might it be 
argued that in important respects, he 

was wrong? 

Global development 

From the seventeenth to the early twentieth 
century, the Western countries established 
colonies in numerous areas that were previ
ously occupied by traditional societies, 
using their superior military strength where 
necessary. Although virtually all of these 
colonies have now attained their independ
ence, the policy of colonialism was central 
to shaping the social map ofthe globe as we 
know it today (colonialism was discussed in 
chapter I in relation to the coffee trade). In 
some regions, such as North America, 
Australia and New Zealand, which were only 
thinly populated by hunting and gathering 
communities, Europeans became the 

majority population. In other areas, includ
ing much of Asia, Africa and South America, 
local popuiations remained in the majority. 

Societies of the firs t of these types, 
including the United States, have become 
industrialized and are often referred to as 
developed societies. Those in the second 
category are mostly at a much lower level of 
industrial development and are often 
referred to as developing societies, or the 
developing world. Such societies include 
China, India, most of the African countries 
(such as Nigeria, Ghana and Algeria) and 
those in South America (for example, Brazil, 
Peru and Venezuela). Since many of these 
societies are situated south of the United 
States and Europe, they are sometimes 
referred to collectively as the South and 
contrasted to the wealthier, industrialized 
North. This is a generalization, though, and 
as countries of the global south become 
industrialized, this simple division of the 
world becomes less and less accurate. 

You may often hear developing countries 
referred to as part of the Third World. The 
term Third World was originally part of a 
contrast drawn between three main types of 
society found in the early twentieth century. 
First World countries were (and are) the 
industrialized states of Europe, the United 
States, Canada, Greenland, Australasia 
(Australia and New Zealand), South Africa 
and Japan. Nearly all First World societies 
have multiparty, parliamentary systems of 
government. Second World societies meant 
the communist countries of what was then 
the Soviet Union (USSR) and Eastern 
Europe, including, for example, Czechoslo
vakia, Poland, East Germany and Hungary. 
Second World societies had centrally 
planned economies, which allowed little 
room for private property or competitive 
economic enterprise. They were also one
party states: the Communist Party domi
nated both the political and economic 
systems. For some 75 years, world history 
was affected by a global rivalry known as the 
Cold War, between the Soviet Union and 
Eastern European countries on the one 



Life in Russia has changed dramatically after the fall of commW1ism Older people have 
sometimes found it chlficult to adapt, which has led to nostalgia for former commW1ist leaders 
such as Stalin and Lemn. 

hand and the capitalistic societies of the 
West and Japan on the other. Today that 
rivalry is over. With the ending of the Cold 
War and the disintegration of communism 
in the former USSR and Eastern Europe, the 
Second World has effectively disappeared. 

Even though the Three Worlds model is 
still sometimes used in sociology textbooks, 
today it has outlived whatever usefulness it 
might once have had as a way of describing 
the countries oftheworld. For one thing, the 
Second World of socialist and communist 
countries no longer exists and even excep
tions such as China are rapidly adopting 
capitalist economies. It can also be argued 
that the ranking of First, Second and Third 
Worlds always reflected a value judgement, 

in which 'first' means 'best' and 'third' 
means 'worst'. It is therefore best avoided. 

The developing world 

Many developing societies are in areas that 
underwent colonial rule in Asia, Africa and 
South America. A few colonized areas 
gained independence early, like Haiti, 
which became the first autonomous black 
republic in January 1804. The Spanish 
colonies in South America acquired their 
freedom in 1810, while Brazil broke away 
from Portuguese rule in 1822. However, 
most nations in the developing world have 
become independent states only since the 
Second World War, often following bloody 
anti-colonial struggles. Examples include 



GLOBALIZATION AND THE CHANGING WORLD 

India, a range of other Asian countries (like 
Burma, Malaysia and Singapore) and coun
tries in Africa (including, for example, 
Kenya, Nigeria, Zaire, Tanzania and Algeria) . 

While tbey may include peoples living in 
traditional fashion, developing countries 
are very different from earlier forms of tradi
tional societies. Their political systems are 
modelled on systems that were first estab
lished in the societies of the West - that is to 
say, they are nation-states. While most ofthe 
population still live in rural areas, many of 
these societies are experiencing a rapid 
process of urban development. 

The growth of cities in the developing 
world is discussed in chapter 6, 'Cities 
and Urban Life' . 

Although agriculture remains the main 
economic activity, crops are now often 
produced for sale in world markets rather 
than for local consumption. Developing 
countries are not merely societies that have 
'lagged behind' the more industrialized 
areas. They have been in large part created 
by contact with Western industrialism, 
which has undermined earlier, more tradi
tional systems. Conditions in some of the 
most impoverished of these societies have 
deteriorated rather than improved over 
more recent years. There are still around 
one billion people living on the equivalent 
ofless than one US dollar a day. 

Global poverty is discussed briefly in 
chapter 12, 'Poverty, Social Exclusion and 
Welfare', and in more detail in chapter 
13, 'Global Inequality'. 

The world's poor are concentrated partic
ularly in South and East Asia and in Africa 
and Latin America, although there are some 
important differences between these 
regions. For example, poverty levels in East 
Asia and the Pacific have declined over the 
past decade, while they have risen in the 
nations of sub-Saharan Africa. During the 
1990s, the number of people living on less 
than one dollar per day in this region has 
grown from 241 million to 315 million 

(World Bank 2004). There have also been 
significant increases in poverty in parts of 
South Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Many of the world's poorest 
countries also suffer from a serious debt 
crisis. Payments of interest on loans from 
foreign lenders can often amount to more 
than governments' investments in health, 
welfare and education. 

Newly industrializing countries 
While the majority of developing countries 
are not as economically developed as the 
societies of the West, some have successfully 
embarked on a process of industrialization. 
These countries are sometimes referred to as 
newly industrializing countries (NI Cs)' 
including Brazil and Mexico in Latin America 
and Hong Kong, South Korea, Singapore and 
Taiwan in East Asia. The rates of economic 
growth of the most successful NICs, such as 
those in East Asia, are several times those of 
the Western industrial economies. No 
developing country figured among the top 30 
exporters in the world in 1968, but 25 years 
later South Korea was in the top 15. 

The East Asian NICs have shown the most 
sustained levels of economic prosperity. 
They are investing abroad as well as 
promoting growth at home. South Korea's 
production of steel has doubled in the last 
decade and its shipbuilding and electronics 
industries are among the world's leaders. 
Singapore is becoming the major financial 
and commercial centre of Southeast Asia. 
Taiwan is an important presence in the 
manufacturing and electronics industries. 
All these changes in the NICs have directly 
affected countries such as the United States, 
whose share of global steel production, for 
example, has dropped significantly over the 
past 30 years. Types of society in the modern 
world are summarized in table 4.4. 

Social change 

We saw at the start of this chapter how the 
modern world is characterized by modes of 



Table 4.4 Societies in the modern world 

Type First World Second World Developing Newly 
societies societies societies ('Third industrializing 

World societies') societies (NICs) 

Period of Eighteenth Early tvventieth Eighteenth century 1970s to the 
existence century to the century (Russian (mostly as present. 

present. Revolution of 1917 colonized areas) 
to early 1990s). to the present. 

Characteristics Based on Based on industry, Majority of the Former developing 
industrial but the economic population work societies now 
production and system is centrally in agriculture, based on 
generally free planned. using traditional industrial 
enterprise. Small proportion of methods of production and 
Majority of the population production, generally free 
people live in work in Some agricultural enterprise. 
towns and agriculture; produce sold on Majority of people 
cities: a few most live in towns world markets. live in towns and 
work in rural and cities . Some have free cities, a few work 
agricultural Major class enterpr ise in agricultural 
pursuits. inequalities persist. systems, while pursuits. 
Major class Distinct political others are Major class 
inequalities, comrmmities or centrally planned. inequalities, more 
though less nation-states . Distinct political pronounced than 
pronounced Until 1989, communities or First World 
than in composed of the nation-states, societies. 
traditional Soviet Union and including China, Average per capita 
states. Eastern Europe, India and most income 
Distinct political but social and African and South considerably less 
communities or political changes American nations than First World 
nation-states, began to transform societies. 
including the them into free Include Hong 
nations of West, enterprise Kong, South 
Japan, Australia economic systems, Korea, Singapore, 
and New according to the Taiwan, Brazil and 
Zealand . model of First Mexico. 

VVorld societies. 

life and social institutions that are radically 
different from those of even the recen t past. 
Social change is difficult to define, because 
there is a sense in which everything 
changes, all of the time. Every day is a new 
day; every moment is a new instant in time. 
The Greek philosopher Heraclitus pointed 
out that a person cannot step into the sam e 
river twice. On the second occasion, the 
river is different, since water has flowed 
along it and the person has changed in 
subtle ways too. While this observation is in 
a sense correct, we do of course normally 

want to say that it is the same river and the 
same person stepping into it on the two 
occasions. There is sufficient continuity in 
the shape or form of the river and in the 
physique and p ersonality of the person with 
wet feet to say that each remains 'the same' 
through the changes that occur. Given this 
problem, how do sociologists account for 
the processes of change that have trans
formed the way humans lived? 

Identi fying significant change involves 
showing how far there are alterations in 
th e underlying structure of an object or 



situation over a period of time. In the case of 
human societies, to decide how far and in 
what ways a system is in a process ofchange 
we have to show to what degree there is any 
modification of basic institutions during a 
spec ific period. All accounts of social 
change also involve showing what remains 
stable, as a baseline against which to meas
ure alterations. The nineteenth-century 
sociologist, Auguste Comte, once described 
this as the study of social dynamics (change) 
and social statics (stability). Even in the 
rapidly moving world of today there are still 
continuities with the distant past. Major 
religious systems, for example, such as 
Christianity or Islam, retain their ties with 
ideas and practices initiated some 2,000 
years ago. Yet most institutions in modern 
societies clearly change much more rapidly 
than did institutions of the traditional 
world. 

Influences on social change 

Over the past 200 years, sociologists and 
other social theorists have tried to develop a 
grand theory that explains the nature of 
social change. But no single factor theory 
could account for the diversity of human 
social development, from hunting and gath
ering and pastoral societies to traditional 
civilizations, and finally to the highly 
complex social systems of today. We can, 
however, identify the main factors that have 
consistently influenced patterns of social 
change: cultural factors, the physical envi
ronment and political organization. 

Cultural factors 

The first main influence on social change 
consists of cultural factors, which include 
the effects of religion, communication 
systems and leadership. Religion may be 
either a conservative or an innovative force 
in social life (see chapter 16, 'Religion' ). 
Some forms of religious belief and practice 
have acted as a brake on change, emphasiz
ing above all the need to adhere to tradi 
tional values and rituals. Yet, as Max Weber 

emphasized, religious convictions 
frequently play a mobilizing role in pres
sures for social change. 

A particularly important cultural influence 
that affects the character and pace of change 
is the nature of communication systems. The 
invention of writing, for instance, allowed for 
the keeping of records, making possible 
increased control of material resources and 
the development of large-scale organiza
tions. In addition, writing altered people's 
perception of the relation between past, 
present and future. Societies that write keep 
a record of past events and know themselves 
to have a history. Understanding history can 
develop a sense of the overall movement or 
line of development a society is following 
and people can then actively seek to promote 
it further. With the advent of the Internet, 
communication has become much faster 
and distance is less of an obstacle. It has also 
generated a more effective sense of global 
sociery than previously, which is one impor
tant aspect of globalization. 

Under the general heading of cultural 
factors, we shou ld also place leadership. 
Individual leaders have had an enormous 
influence in world history. We have only to 
think of great religious figures (l ike Jesus), 
political and military leaders (like Juiius 
Caesar) or innovators in science and philos
ophy (like Isaac Newton) to see that this is 
the case. A leader capable of pursuing 
dynamic policies and generating a mass 
following or radically altering pre-existing 
modes of thought can overturn a previously 
established order. The classical sociologist 
Max Weber examined the role of charis
matic leadership in social change. 

Weber's conception of leadership is 
discussed in chapter 16, 'Religion', 

However, individuals can only reach posi
tions of leadership and become effective if 
favourable social conditions exist. Adolf 
Hitler rose to power in Germany in the 
1930s, for instance, partly as a result of the 
tensions and crises that beset the country at 
that time, which prompted people to look 



Gandhi - shown here on an Indian banknote - fits Weber's concept of a charismatic leader. He 
helped bring about independence for India from British rule. 

for simple solutions. Ifthose circumstances 
had not existed, he would probably have 
remained an obscure figure within a minor 
political faction. The same was true at a later 
date of Mahatma Gandhi , the famous 
pacifist leader in India during the period 
after the Second World War. Gandhi was 
able to be effective in securing his country's 
independence from Britain because the war 
and other events had unsettled the existing 
colonial institutions in India. 

The physical environment 

The physical environment has an effect on 
the development of human social organiza
tion. This is clearest in more extreme envi
ronmental conditions, where people must 
organize their ways of life in relation to 
weather conditions. Inhabitants of polar 
regions necessarily develop habi ts and 
practices different from those living in 
subtropical areas. People who live in Naska, 

where the winters are long and cold, tend to 
follow different patterns of social life from 
people who live in the much warmer 
Mediterranean countries. Naskans spend 
more of their lives indoors and, except for 
the short summer period, plan outdoor 
activities very carefully, given the inhos
pitable environment in which they live. 

Less extreme physical conditions can also 
affect society. The native population of 
Australia has never stopped being hunters 
and gatherers, since the continent contained 
hardly any indigenous plants suitable for 
regular cultivation, or animals that could be 
domesticated to develop pastoral produc
tion. The world's early civilizations mostly 
originated in areas that contained rich agri
cultural land - for instance, in river deltas. 
The ease of communications across land and 
the availability of sea routes are also impor
tant: societies cut off from others by moun
tain ranges, impassable jungles or deserts 



Global Society 4.1 Humans and the domestication of fire 

Over the course of human history, 
human beings gradually learned 
how to exert more control over 
the natural environment and were 
able to pass on this useful 
knowledge to geographically 
distant groups and to their own 
younger generations. In Fire and 
CivilIzabon (1992), Dutch 
sociologist Johan Goudsblom 
(1932- ) argues that an especially 
significant development in early 
human development was the 
discovery of fire and the 
invention of techniques for 
making, managing and keeping it 
under control. 

Human groups that learned 
how to make and use fire gained 
dominance over those that did 
not. Eventually all human 
societies were able to make and 
use fire. The domestication of 
fire also enabled human beings 
to dominate over other animal 
species. Goudsblom's 
developmental history of fire 
shows something of the way that 
human societies try to 
manipulate and manage the 
natural environment to their own 
advantage. In the process, 
though, there is also new 
pressure on societies to change 
their own social organization. 

From small domestic fires used 
for keeping warm and cooking 
food, all the way to modern 
central heating systems and 
large power plants, the gradual 
expansion of fire-making has 
necessitated more complex 
forms of social organization. 
When early humans learned 
how to make and manage small 
fires, they had to organize 
themselves to keep fires going, 
to monitor them and, at the same 
time, to stay safe. Much later, 
with the introduction of 
domesticated forms of fire into 
private homes, societies needed 
specialists in fire control, fire 
brigades and fire-prevention 
advisers. With the advent of large 
power-generating stations, it has 
become important to protect 
these, militarily if necessary, 
from potential attacks. Today, 
more people are more 
dependent on the easy 
availability and control of fire 
than ever before. 

Goudsblom notes one further 
consequence of the 
domestication of fire : the 
changing psychology of 
individuals. To be able to use fire , 
people had to overcome their 
previous fears of it , perhaps 

borne of seeing naturally 
occurring bush fires, lightning 
strikes or volcanoes. This was not 
an easy task. It meant controlling 
their fears and emotions long 
enough to be able to take 
advantage of the possible 
benefits of fire use. Such 
emotional control slowly came to 
be experienced as 'natural' , so 
that people today hardly ever 
think about how long it has taken 
for humans to arrive at such high 
levels of emotional control over 
their feelings and deep-seated 
fears. 

However, even today, fires still 
cause harm: destroying homes, 
families and businesses. Fire is 
always threatening to escape the 
control of human societies, 
however firmly established that 
control might seem. The 
sociological lesson we can take 
from this study is that the 
relationship between human 
societies and the natural 
environment is an unavoidable 
two-way process: human 
societies try to exert control over 
the natural environment, but, as 
they do so, the natural 
environment also imposes 
certain constraints and 
requirements on them. 

often remain relatively unchanged over long 
periods of time, 

becoming involved in pastoral or agricul· 
rural production. 

Although the natural environment is a 
physical constraint on social change, many 
human groups thrive and generate wealth 
even within the most inhospitable areas, 
This is true, for example, of Alaskans, who 
have been able to develop oil and mineral 
resources in spite of the harsh nature of 
their environment. Conversely, hunting 
and gathering cultures have frequently 
lived in highly fe rtile regio ns without 

Political organization 

A thi rd factor that strongly influences social 
change is the type of political organization. 
In hunting and gathering societies, this 
influence is at a minimum, since there are 
no political authorities capable of mobiliz
ing the community. In all other types of 
society, however, the existence of distinct 
political agencies - chiefs, lords, kings and 



governments - strongly affects the course of 
development a society takes. Political 
systems are not, as Marx argued, direct 
expressions of underlying economic organ
ization; quite different types of political 
order may exist in societies that have similar 
production systems. For instance, some 
societies based on industrial capitalism 
have had authoritarian political systems 
(examples are Nazi Germany and South 
Africa under apartheid), while others are 
much more democratic (for example, the 
United States, Britain or Sweden). 

Military power played a fundamental part 
in the establishment of most traditional 
states; it influenced their subsequent 
survival or expansion in an equally basic 
way. But the connections between the level 
of production and military strength are 
again indirect. A ruler may choose to chan
nel resources into building up the military, 
for example, even when this impoverishes 
most of the rest of the population - as has 
happened in North Korea under the rule of 
Kim 11 Sung and his son, Kim Jong n. 

Change in the modern period 

Why has the period of modernity seen such 
a tremendous acceleration of social change 
in the direction of globalization? This is a 
complex issue, but the key factors can be 
categorized along lines similar to those that 
have influenced social change throughout 
history, except that the impact of the physi
cal environment can be subsumed within 
the overall importance of economic factors. 

Cultural influences 

Among the cultural factors affecting 
processes of social change in modern times, 
both the development of science and the 
secularization of thought have contributed 
to the critical and innovative character of 
the modern outlook. We no longer assume 
that customs or habits are acceptable 
merely because they have the age-old 
authority of tradition. On the contrary, our 
ways of life increasingly require a 'rational' 

Globalization and the Changing World 

basis. For instance, a design for a hospital 
would not be based mainly on traditional 
tastes, but would consider its capability for 
serving the purpose of a hospital - effec
tively caring for the sick. 

In addition to howwe think, the content of 
ideas has also changed. Ideals of self-better
ment, freedom, equality and democratic 
participation are largely creations of the past 
two or three centuries. Such ideals have 
served to mobilize processes of social and 
political change, including revolutions. 
These ideas cannot be tied to tradition, but 
rather suggest the constant revision of ways 
of life in the pursuit of human betterment. 
Although they were initially developed in the 
West, such ideals have become genuinely 
universal in their application, promoting 
change in most regions of the world. 

Economic influences 

Of economic influences, the most far
reaching is the impact of capitalism. Capi
talism differs in a fundamental way from 
pre-existing production systems, because it 
involves the constant expansion of produc
tion and the ever-increasing accumulation 
of wealth. In traditional production 
systems, levels of production were fairly 
static, as they were geared to habitual, 
customary needs. Capitalism promotes the 
constant revision of the technology of 
production, a process into which science is 
increasingly drawn. The rate of technologi
cal innovation fostered in modern industry 
is vastly greater than in any previous type of 
economic order. 

Consider the current development of 
information technology. In recent decades, 
the power of computers has increased many 
thousands of times over. A large computer 
in the 19605 was constructed using thou
sands of handmade connectors; an equiva
lent device today is not only much smaller, 
but requires just a handful of elements in an 
integrated circuit. 

The impact of science and technology on 
how we live may largely be driven by 
economic factors, but it also stretches 



beyond the eco nomic sphere. Scien ce 
and technology both influence and are 
influenced by political and cultural factors. 
Scientific and technological development, 
for example, helped create modern forms of 
communication such as radio and television. 
As we have seen, such electronic forms of 
communication have produced changes in 
politics in recent years. Radio, television and 
the other electronic media have also come to 
shape howwe think and feel aboutthe world. 

Political influences 

The third major type of influence on change 
in the modern period consists of political 
developments. The struggle between 
nations to expand their power, develop their 
wealth and triumph militarily over their 
competitors has been an energizing source 
of change over the past two or three 
centuries. Political change in traditional 
civilizations was normally confined to 
elites. One aristocratic family, for example, 
would replace another as rulers, while for 
the majority of the population life would go 
on relatively unchanged. This is not true of 
modern political systems, in which the 
activities of political leaders and govern
ment officials constantly affect the lives of 
the mass of the population. Both externally 
and internally, political decision-making 
promotes and directs social change far 
more than in previous times. 

Political development in the past two or 
three centuries has certainly influenced 
economic change as much as economic 
change has influenced politics. Govern
ments now play a major role in stimulating 
(and sometimes retarding) rates of 
economic growth and in all industrial soci
eties there is a high level of state interven
tion in production, the government being 
far and away the largest employer. 

Military power and war have also been of 
far-r eaching importance. The military 
strength of the Western nations from the 
seventeenth century onwards allowed them 
to influence all quarters of the world - and 
provided an essential backing to the global 

spread of Western lifestyles. In the twentieth 
century, the effects of the two world wars 
have been profound: the devastation of many 
countries led to processes of rebuilding that 
brought about major institutional changes, 
for example in Germany and Japan after the 
Second World War. Even those states that 
were the victors - like the UK - experienced 
major internal changes as a result of the 
impact of the war on the economy. 

Globalization 

The concept of globalization has become 
widely used in debates in politics, business 
and the media over recent years. Thirty 
years ago, the term globalization was rela
tively unknown, but today it seems to be on 
the tip of everyone's tongue. Globalization 
refers to the fact that we all increasingly live 
in one world, so that individuals, groups 
and nations become ever more interde
pendent. As we saw in the chapter introduc
tion, globalization in this sense has been 
occurring over a very long period of human 
history and is certainly not restricted to the 
contemporary world. Nevertheless, current 
debates are much more focused on the 
sheer pace and intensity of globalization 
over the past 30 years or so. It is this central 
idea of an intensification of the globaliza
tion process which marks this short period 
out as rather different, and it is this sense of 
the co ncept that will concern us here. 

The process of globalization is often 
portrayed solely as an economic phenome
non. Much is made of the role of trans
national corporations whose massive 
operation s now stretch across national 
borders, influencing global production 
processes and the international distribu 
tion of labour. Others point to the elec
tronic integration of global financial 
markets and the enormous volume of 
global capital flows. Still others focus on 
the unprecedented scope of world trade, 
involving a much broader range of goods 
and services than ever before. 



Global Society 4.2 Soc iology and g lobalization in the sixth edition 

The concept of globalization has had an enormous impact on the social sciences, including sociology 
Indeed, th'ere is hardly a sociological topic that has not been influenced by the emerging global frame of 
reference. For this reason, it is not possible to cover the impact of globalization on sociology in this single 
chapter. What we can offer here is a quick reference guide to the presence of global issues and 
globalization throughout the various chapters that make up the book. 

Chapter 1 - Introduction to globalization in sociology and illustrative example of coffee. 
Chapter 5 - The global risk society; global environmental issues (including global warming). 
Chapter 6 - Global cities and their governance. 
Chapter 8 - Global life expectancy and issues of ageing societies across the world. 
Chapter 9 - Families in a global context. 
Chapter 10 - Globalization and disability; HIV/AIDS in global context. 
Chapter I 1 - Impact of globalization on stratification systems. 
Chapter 13 - Globalization, inequalities and unequal life chances across the world. 
Chapter 14 - Globalization and the gender order; the global sex industry 
Chapter 15 - The 'age of migration' and glob alization. 
Chapter 16 - Religious belief and responses to globalization. 
Chapter 17 - Glob al mass media; the role of new technologies in processes of globalization. 
Chapter 18 - International organizations and global social networks. 
Chapter 19 - Education in global context; globalization and e-universities. 
Chapter 20 - Globalization, the workplace and employment trends. 
Chapter 21 - Globalization, organized crime and cybercrime. 
Chapter 22 - Global spread of democracy; globalization and social movements. 
Chapter 23 - Terrorism and globalization; old and new wars. 

Although economic forces are an integral 
part of globalization, it would be wrong to 
suggest that they alone produce it. The 
coming together of poli tical, social, cultural 
and economic factors creates contempo
rary globalization. 

Factors contributing to 
globalization 

Intensified globalization has been driven 
forward above all by the development of 
information and communication technolo
gies that have in tensified the speed and 
scope of interaction between people all over 
the world. As a simple example, think of the 
last football World Cup. Because of global 
television links, some matches are now 
watched by billions of people across the 
world. 

The rise of information and 
communications technology 

The explosion in global communications 
has been fa cilitated by a number of impor
tant advances in technology and the world's 
telecommunications infrastructure. In the 
post -Second World War era, there has been a 
profound transformation in the scope and 
intensity of telecommunicati ons flows . 
Traditional telephonic communication, 
which depended on analogue signals sent 
through wires and cables with the help of 
mechanical crossbar switching, has been 
replaced by integrated systems in which 
vas t amount s of inform ation are 
compressed and transferred digitally. Cable 
technology has become more efficient and 
less expensive; the development of fibre· 
optic cables has dramatically expanded the 
number of channels that can be carried. The 
earliest transatlantic cables laid in the 
1950s were capable of carrying fewer than 



Classic Studies 4.1 Immanuel Wallerstein on the modern world-system 

The research problem 
Many students come to sociology to find 
answers to the big questions of social life. For 
example, why are some countries rich and 
others desperately poor? How have some 
previously poor countries managed to develop 
to become relatively wealthy; while others have 
not? Such questions concerning global 
inequalities and economic development 
underpin the work of the American historical 
sociologist, Immanuel Wallerstein (1930- ). In 
addressing these issues, Wallerstein also sought 
to take forward Marxist theories of social 
change in a global age. In 1976 he helped to 
found the Femand Braudel Center for the Study 
of Economies, Historical Systems and 
Civilizations at Binghamton University; New York, 
which has become a focus for his world-system 
research. 

Wallerstein's explanation 
Before the 1970s, social scientists had tended to 
discuss the world's societies in terms of those 
within the First, Second and Third worlds, 
based on their levels of capitalist enterprise, 
industrialization and urbanization (see table 
4.4 above) . The solution to Third World 
'underdevelopment' was therefore thought to be 
more capitalism, industry or urbanization. 
Wallerstein rejected this dominant way of 

Figure 4.3 The modern world-system 

categorizing societies, arguing instead that there 
is only one world and that all societies are 
connected together within it via capitalist 
economic relationships. He described this 
complex intertwining of economies as the 
'modern world-system', which was a pioneer of 
globalization theories. His main arguments about 
how this world-system emerged were outlined in 
a three-volume work, The Modem World-System 
(1974; 1980; 1989), which sets out his 
macrosociological perspective. 

The origins of the modern world-system lie in 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, 
where colonialism enabled countries like Britain, 
Holland and France to exploit the resources of 
the countries they colonized. This allowed them 
to accumulate capital. which was ploughed back 
into the economy; thus driving forward 
production even further. This global division of 
labour created a group ofrich countries, but also 
impoverished many others, thus preventing their 
development. Wallerstein argues that the process 
produced a world-system made up of a core, a 
semi-periphery and a periphery (see figure 4.3) . 
And although it is clearly possible for individual 
countries to move 'up' into the core - as have 
some newly industrialized societies - or to drop 
'down' into the semi-periphery and periphery; 
the structure of the modern world-system 
remains constant. 

/O-~- - The most developed, 
Industrialized and affluent 
nations . 

...--',Sc!mJti.:JlMl1llil!ill)I - Intermediate 
in terms of affluence, with a 
degree of autonomy and 
economic diversity. 

~ .. f~JIDm: - The most powerless, 
with narrow economic base in 
agriculture or minerals. Source 
of cheap labour for core multi
national corporations. 

... .... .... .. ... .. ... .. ... ..... .... ... ... ........ .. ... ..... ........ ........... ..... .. ... .. ... ... .... ...... .. .......... ..... .. .. .... ...... .... . 



Wallerstein's theory tries to explain why 
developing countries have found it so difficult to 
improve their position, but it also extends Marx's 
class-based conflict theory to the global leveL In 
global terms, the world's periphery becomes 
the working class, while the core forms the 
exploitative capitalist class. In Marxist theory, this 
means any future socialist revolution is now more 
likely to occur in the developing countries, rather 
than the wealthy core as forecast by Marx. This is 
one reason why Wallerstein's ideas have been 
well received by political activists in the anti
capitalist and anti-globalization movements (the 
latter are discussed in chapter 22, 'Politics, 
Government and Social Movements') . 

Critical points 
With its origins in the work of Karl Marx and 
Marxism, world-systems theory has faced some 
similar criticisms. First, world-systems theory 
tends to emphasize the economic dimension of 
social life and underplays the role of culture in 
explanations of social change. It has been 
argued, for example, that one reason why 
Australla and New Zealand were able to move 
out of the economic periphery more easily than 
others was due to their close ties with British 
industrialization, which enabled an industrial 

culture to take root more quickly Second, the 
theory underplays the role of ethnicit'" which is 
seen as merely a defensive reaction against the 
glob alizing forces of the world-system. 
Therefore, major differences of religion and 
language are not seen as particularly important. 
Finall," it has been argued that Wallerstein uses 
his world-systems perspective to explain current 
events but is never prepared to consider that 
such events may falsify the theory or that 
alternative theories may provide a better 
explanation. 

Contemporary significance 
Wallerstein's work has been important in alerting 
sociologists to the interconnected character of 
the modern capitalist world economy and its 
globalizing effects. He therefore has to be given 
credit for early recognition of the significance of 
globalization, even though his emphasis on 
economic activity is widely seen as somewhat 
limited. Wallerstein's approach has attracted 
many scholars, and with an institutional base in 
the Femand Braudel Center and an academic 
journal devoted to its extension - The journal of 
World-Systems Research (since 1995) - world
systems analysis now seems to be an 
established research tradition. 

100 voice paths , but by 1997 a single 
transoceanic cable could carry some 
600,000 voice paths (Held et a1. 1999). The 
spread of communications satellites, begin
ning in the 1960s, has also been significant 
in expanding international communica
tions. Today, a network of more than 200 
satellites is in place to facilitate the transfer 
of information around the globe. 

ever developed - some 140 million people 
worldwide were using the Internet in mid-
1998. More than a billion people were esti
mated to be using the Internet by 2007 
(table 4.5) . 

These forms of technology facilitate the 
compression of time and space (Harvey 
1989): two individuals located on opposite 
sides of the planet - in Tokyo and London, for 
example - can not only hold a conversation 
in real time, but can also send documents 
and images to one another with the help of 
satellite technology. Widespread use of the 
Internet and mobile phones is deepening 
and accelerating processes of globalization; 
more and more people are becoming inter
connected through the use of these tech
nologies and are doing so in places that have 
previously been isolated or poorly served by 

The impact of these communications 
systems has been staggering. In countries 
with highly developed te lecommunica
tions infrastructures, homes and offices 
now have multiple links to the outside 
world, including telephones (both land
lines and mobile phones) , digital , satellite 
and cable television, electronic mail and 
the Internet. The Internet has emerged as 
the fastest -growing communication tool 



internet access has become more freely available in more public settings, enabliog onlioe 
access to those without a personal computer at home. 

traditional communications. Although the 
telecommunications infrastructure is not 
evenly developed around the world, a grow
ing number of countries can now access 
international communications networks in a 
way that was previously impossible; over the 
past decade or so, Internet usage has been 
growing fastest in those areas that previously 
lagged behind - Africa and the Middle East 
for example (see table 4.5) . 

Information Flows 

If, as we have seen, the spread of informa
tion technology has expanded the possibili
ties for contact among people around the 
globe, it has also facilitated the flow of 
information about people and events in 
distant places. Every day, the global media 
bring news, images and information into 

people's homes, linking them directly and 
continuously to the outside world. Some of 
the most gripping events of the past two or 
three decades - such as the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, the violent crackdown on democratic 
protesters in China's Tiananmen Square and 
the terrorist attacks of 11 September 200l -
have unfolded through the media before a 
truly global audience. Such events, along 
with thousands of less dramatic ones, have 
resulted in a reorientation in people's think
ing from the level of the nation-state to the 
global stage. Individuals are now more 
aware of their interconnectedness with 
others and more likely to identify with 
global issues and processes than was the 
case in times past. 

This shifr to a global outlook has two 
significant dimensions. First, as members of 



The global spread ofInternet usage 

World Regions Population Population 
(2007 est.) % of world 

Africa 933,448,292 14.2 

Asia 3,712.527,624 56.5 

Europe 809,624,686 12.3 

Middle East 193.452.727 2.9 

North America 334,538,018 5.1 

Latin America! 556.606,627 8.5 
Caribbean 

Oceania I Australia 34,468,443 0.5 

WORLD TOTAL 6,574,666,417 100.0 

Sou!te. wwwmtemetworldstats.com. 2007 

a global community, people increasingly 
perceive that social responsibility does not 
stop at national borders but instead extends 
beyond them. Disasters and injustices 
facing people on the other side of the globe 
are not simply misfortunes that must be 
endured but are legitimate grounds for 
action and intervention. There is a growing 
assumption that the international commu
nity has an obligation to act in crisis situa
tions to protect the physical well-being or 
human rights of people whose lives are 
under threat. In the case of natural disasters, 
such interventions take the form of human
itarian relief and technical assistance. In 
recent years, earthquakes in Turkey and 
China, the Indian Ocean tsunami, famine in 
Africa and hurricanes in Central America 
have all been rallying points for global assis
tance. 

There have also been stronger calls in 
recent years for interventions in the case of 
war, ethnic conflict and the violation of 
human rights, although such mobilizations 
are more problematic than in the case of 
natural disasters. Yet in the case of the first 
Gulf War in 1991 and the violent conflicts in 
the former Yugoslavia (Bosnia and Kosovo), 
military intervention was seen as justified 
by many people who argued that human 

Internet % Population Usage % Usage 
usage, (penetration) % of growth 
latest data world 2000-7 

33,334,800 3.6 3.0 638.4 

398.709,065 10.7 35.8 248.8 

314,792,225 38.9 28.3 199.5 

19,424,700 10.0 1.7 491.4 

233,188,086 69.7 20.9 115.7 

96,386,009 17.3 8.7 433.4 

18,439,541 53.5 1.7 142.0 

1,114,274,426 16.9 100.0 208.7 

rights and national sovereignty had to be 
defended. 

Second, a global outlook m eans that 
people are increasingly looking to sources 
other than the nation-state in formulating 
their own sense of identity. This is a 
phenomenon that is both produced by and 
further accelerates processes of globaliza
tion. Local cultural identities in various 
parts of the world are experiencing powerful 
revivals at a time when the traditional hold 
of the nation-state is undergOing profound 
transformation. In Europe, for example, 
inhabitants of Scotland a nd the Basque 
region of Spain might be more likely to iden
tify themselves as Scottish or Basque - or 
s imply as Europeans - rather than as British 
or Spanish. The nation-state as a source of 
identity is waning in many areas, as political 
shifts at the regional and global levels 
loosen people's orientations towards the 
states in which they live. 

Economic factors 

Globalization is also being driven forward 
by the continuing integration of the world 
economy. In contrast to previous eras. the 
global economy is no longer primarily agri
cultural or industrial in its basis. Rather, it is 
increasingly dominated by activity that is 



Coca-Cola is a transglobal enterprise, selling its products all over the world. This picture 
shows Diet Coke on sale in Jordan, in the Middle East. 

weightless and intangible (Quah 1999). This 
weightless economy is one in which prod
ucts have their base in information, as is the 
case with computer software, media and 
entertainment products and Internet-based 
services. This new economic context has 
been described using a variety of terms, 
which we will discuss in more detail in 
chapter 20, including 'post-industrial soci
ety', 'the information age' and 'the new 
economy'. The emergence ofthe knowledge 
society has been linked to the development 
of a broad base of consumers who are tech
nologically literate and eagerly integrate 
new advances in computing, entertainment 
and telecommunications into their every
day lives. 

The very operation of the global economy 
reflects the changes that have occurred in 
the information age. Many aspects of the 
economy now work through networks that 

cross national boundaries, rather than stop
ping at them (Castells 1996). In order to be 
competitive in globalizing conditions, busi
nesses and corporations have restructured 
themselves to be more flexible and less hier
archical in nature. Production practices and 
organizational patterns have become more 
flexib le, partnering arrangements with 
other firms have become commonplace 
and participation in worldwide distribution 
networks has become essential for doing 
business in a rapidly changing global 
market. 

Transnational corporations 

Among the many economic factors that are 
driving globalization, the role of transna
tional corporations is particularly impor
tant. Transnational corporations are 
companies that produce goods or market 
services in more than one country. These 
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Figure 4.4 Revenue of world's biggest companies compared with GDP of selected 
countnes, 2005-6 

Source: Compiled from Fortune magazine's 'Global 500' ,4 July 2006, and The EconoIllist, 2005 

may be relatively small firms with one or 
two factories outside the country in which 
they are based, or gigantic international 
ventures whose operations criss-cross the 
globe, Some of the biggest transnational 
corporations are companies known all 
around the world: Coca-Cola, General 
Motors, Colgate-Palmolive, Kodak, 
Mitsubishi and many others, Even when 
transnational corporations have a clear 
national base, they are oriented towards 
global markets and global profits. 

Transnational corporations are at the 
heart of economic globalization. They 
account for two-thirds of all world trade, 
they are instrumental in the diffusion of 
new technology around the globe and they 
are major actors in international financial 
markets. As one observer has noted, they are 
'the lynchpins of the contemporary world 
economy' (Held et al. 1999). Some 500 

transnational corporations had annual 
sales of more than $10 billion in 2001, while 
only 75 countries could boast gross domes
tic products of at least that amount. In other 
words, the world's leading transnational 
corporations are larger economically than 
most of the world's countries (see figure 
4.4). In fact, the combined sales of the 
world's largest 500 transnational corpora
tions totalled $14.1 trillion - nearly half of 
the value of goods and services produced by 
the entire world. 

Transnational corporations became a 
global phenomenon in the years following 
the Second World War. Expansion in the 
initial post-waryears came from firms based 
in the United States, but by the 1970s, Euro 
pean and Japanese firms increasingly began 
to invest abroad. In the late 1980s and 1990s, 
transnational corporations expanded 
dramatically with the establishment of three 



powerful regional markets: Europe (the 
Single European Market), Asia-Pacific (the 
Osaka Declaration guaranteed free and 
open trade by 2010) and North America (the 
North American Free Trade Agreement). 
Since the early 1990s, countries in other 
areas of the world have also liberalized 
restrictions on foreign investment. By the 
turn of the twenty-first century, there were 
few economies in the world that stood 
beyond the reach of transnational corpora
tions. Over the past decade, transnational 
corporations based in industrialized 
economies have been particularly active in 
expanding their operations in developing 
countries and in the societies of the former 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Reflecting on your knowledge of 
transnational corporations to date, are 
they really more powerful than national 

governments? How could national 
governments increase the possibility of 

influencing their own nation's 
development? Which of the sociological 

theories we introduced in chapter 1 
would best explain the rise and 

increasing power of transnational 
corporations? 

The argument that manufacturing is 
becoming increasingly globalized is often 
expressed in terms of global commodity 
chains, the worldwide networks of labour 
and production processes yielding a 
finished product. These networks consist of 
all pivotal production activities that form a 
tightly interlocked 'chain' that extends from 
the raw materials needed to create the prod
uct to its final consumer (Gereffi 1995; 
Hopkins and Wallerstein 1996; Appelbaum 
and Christerson 1997). 

Manufactures accounted for approxi
mately three-quarters of the world's total 
economic growth during the period 1990- 8. 
The sharpest growth has been among 
middle-income countries: manufactures 

accounted for only 54 per cent of these 
countries' exports in 1990, compared with 
71 per cent just eight years later. China has 
moved from the ranks of a low- to a middle
income country, largely because of its role 
as an exporter of manufactured goods, and 
partly accounts for this trend. Yet the most 
profitable activities in the commodity chain 
- engineering, design and advertising - are 
likely to be found in the core countries, 
while the least profitable activities, such as 
factory production, usually are found in 
peripheral countries. The use of global 
commodity chains in the manufacture of 
the Barbie doll is examined in 'Using your 
sociological imagination 4.1 '. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 
Which social groups, organizations and 

societies stand to benefit from the 
operation of global commodity chains? 
What are the negative consequences of 
such global economic activity and who 
stands to lose out? Does the globalizing 

of economic life primarily help or 
hinder the progress of the world's 

developing countries? 

The electronic economy 

The 'electronic economy' now underpins 
economic globalization. Banks, corpora
tions, fund managers and indi vid ual 
investors are able to shift funds internation
aUy with the click of a mouse. This new 
ability to move 'electronic money' instanta
neously carries with it great risks, however. 
Transfers of vast amounts of cap ital can 
destabilize economies, triggering interna
tional financial crises such as the ones that 
spread from the Asian 'tiger economies' to 
Russia and beyond in 1998. As the global 
economy becomes increasingly integrated, 
a financial collapse in one part of the world 
can have an enormous effect on distant 
economies. 

The political, economic, social and tech
nological factors described above are join
ing together to produce a phenomenon that 



4.1 'Barbie' and the development of global commodity chains 

One illustration of the global commodity chain 
can be found in the manufacture of the Barbie 
doll, the most profitable toy in history The 40-
something teenage doll sells at a rate of two 
per second, bringing the Mattel Corporation, 
based in Los Angeles, USA, well over a billion 
dollars in annual revenues. Although the doll 
sells mainly in the United States, Europe and 
japan, Barbie can also be found in 140 
countries around the world. Barbie is a truly 
global citizen (Tempest 1996). Barbie is global 
not only in sales, but in terms of her birthplace 
as well. Barbie was never made in the United 
States. The first doll was made in japan in 
1959, when that country was still recovering 
from the Second World Wax and wages were 
low. As wages rose injapan, Barbie moved to 
other low-wage countries in Asia. Her multiple 
origins today tell us a great deal about the 
operation of global commodity chains. 

Barbie is designed in the United States, 
where her marketing and advertising strategies 
are devised and where most of the profits are 
made. But the only physical aspect of Barbie 
that is 'made in the USA' is her cardboard 
packaging, along with some of the paints and 
oils that are used to decorate the doll. 

Barbie's body and wardrobe span the 
globe in their origins' 

Barbie begins her hfe in Saudi ATabia, 
where oil is extracted and then refined into 
the ethylene that is used to create her 
plastic body 

2 Taiwan's state-owned oil importer, the 
Chinese Petroleum Corporation, buys the 
ethylene and sells it to Taiwan's Formosa 
Plastic Corporation, the world's largest 
producer of polyvinyl chloride (PVC) 
plastics, which are used in toys. Formosa 
Plastics converts the ethylene into the PVC 
pellets that will be shaped to make 
Barbie's body 

3 The pellets are then shipped to one of the 
four Asian factories that make Barbie - two 
in southern China, one in Indonesia and 
one in Malaysia. The plastic mould 
injection machines that shape her body 
which are the most expensive part of 
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'Global Barbie' 

Barbie's manufacture, are made in the United 
States and shipped to the factories. 

4 Once Barbie's body is moulded, she gets her 
nylon hair from japan. Her cotton dresses are 
made in China, with Chinese cotton - the only 
raw material in Barbie that actually comes from 
the country where most Barbies are made. 

5 Hong Kong plays a key role in the manufacturing 
process of the Chinese Barbies. Nearly all the 
material used in her manufacture is shipped into 
Hong Kong - one of the world's largest ports
and then trucked to the factories in China. The 
finished Barbies leave by the same route. Some 
23,000 trucks make the daily trip between Hong 
Kong and southern China's toy factories. 

So where is Barbie actually from? The cardboard 
and cellophane box containing the 'My First Tea 
Party' Barbie is labelled 'Made in China', but, as we 
have seen, almost none of the materials that go into 
making her actually originate in that country Out of 
her $9 .99 retail price in the USA (about £5), China 
gets only about 35 cents, mainly in wages paid to 
the 11,000 peasant women who assemble her in 
the two factories. Back in the United States, on the 
other hand, Mattel makes about $1 in profits. 



What about the rest of the money that is made 
when Barbie is sold for $9.99? Only 65 cents is 
needed to cover the plastics, cloth, nylon and other 
materials used in her manufacture. Most of the 
money goes to pay for machinery and equipment, 
transoceanic shipping and domestic trucking, 
advertising and merchandising, retail floor space -
and, of course, the profits of Toys ')I' Us and other 
retailers. What Barbie production and consumption 

shows us is the effectiveness of globalization 
processes in connecting together the world's 
economies. However, it also demonstrates the 
unevenness of globalization's impact, which 
enables some countries to benefit at the expense 
of others. This means that we cannot assume that 
global commodity chains will inevitably promote 
development right across the chain of societies 
involved. 

lacks any earlier parallel in terms of its 
intensity and scope. The consequences of 
globalization are many and far-reaching, as 
we shall see later in this chapter. But first we 
will turn our attention to the main views 
about globalization that have been 
expressed in recent years. 

Political changes 

Contemporary globalization is also related 
to political change. There are several aspects 
to this. First, the collapse of Soviet -style 
communism that occurred in a series of 
dramatic revolutions in Eastern Europe in 
1989 and culminated in the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union itself in 1991. Since the fall 
of communism, countries in the former 
Soviet bloc - including Russia, Ukraine, 
Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, the 
Baltic states, the states of the Caucasus and 
Central Asia and many others - have been 
moving towards Western-style political and 
economic systems. They are no longer 
isolated from the global community, but are 
becoming integrated within it. This develop
ment has meant the end to the system that 
existed during the Cold War, when countries 
of the First World stood apart from those of 
the Second World. The collapse of commu
nism has hastened processes of globaliza
tion, but should also be seen as a result of 
globalization itself. The centrally planned 
communist economies and the ideological 
and cultural control of communist political 
authority were ultimately unable to survive 
in an era of global media and an electroni
cally integrated world economy. 

A second important political factor lead
ing to intensifying globalization is the 

growth of international and regional mech
anisms of government. The United Nations 
and the European Union are the two most 
prominent examp les of international 
organizations that bring together nation
states into a common political forum. While 
the UN does this as an association of indi
vidual nation-states, the EU is a more 
pioneering form of transnational gover
nance in which a certain degree of national 
sovereignty is relinquished by its member 
states. The governments of individual EU 
states are bound by directives, regulations 
and court judgements from common EU 
bodies, but they also reap economic, social 
and political benefits from their participa
tion in the regional union. 

Finally, globalization is being driven by 
international governmental organizations 
(IGOs) and international non-governmental 
organizations (INGOs). An IGO is a body that 
is established by participating governments 
and given responsibility for regulating or 
overseeing a particular domain of activity 
that is transnational in scope. The first such 
body, the International Telegraph Union, 
was founded in 1865. Since that time, a great 
number of similar bodies have been created 
to regulate issues ranging from civil aviation 
to broadcasting to the disposal of hazardous 
waste. In 1909, there were 37 IGOs in exis
tence to regulate transnational affairs; by 
1996, there were 260 (Held et al. 1999). 

As the name suggests, international non
governmental organizations differ from 
IGOs in that they are not affiliated with 
government institutions. Rather, they are 
independent organizations that work along
side governmental bodies in making policy 



Conceptualizing globalization: three tendencie s 

Hyperglobalizers Sceptics Transformationalists 
(Ohrnae 1990, 1995; (Soyer & Drache 1996; (Sassen 1991; Rosenau 
Albrow 1997) Hirst 1997; Hirst & 1997) 

Thompson 1999) 

What's new? A global age Trading blocs, weaker Historically unprece dented 
geo-governance than in levels of global inter-
earlier periods connectedness 

Dominant features? Global capitalism, World less 'Thick' (intensive and 
glob al governance, interdependent than in extensive) globalization 
global civil society 1890s 

Power of national Declining or Reinforced or enhanced Reconstituted. restructured 
governments? eroding 

Drivmg forces of Capitalism and Governments and Combined forces of 
globalization? technology markets modernity 

Pattern of Erosion of old Increased New architecture of world 
stratification? hierarchies marginalization of South order 

Dominant motif? McDonald's, National interest Transformation of political 
Madorma, etc. community 

Conceptualization A reordering of the Internationalization and Reordering of inter-
of globalization? framework of hwnan regionalization regional relations and 

action action at a distance 

Historical Global civilization Regional blocs I clash Indeterminate: global 
trajectory? of civilizations. integration and 

fragmentation. 

Summary The end of the Internationalization Globalization transforrrting 
argwnent nation-state depends on government government power and 

acquiescence and world politics. 
support 

Source: Adapte d from Held e t al 1999: 1 G 

decisions and addressing international 
issues. Some of the best-known INGOs -
such as Greenpeace, Mectecins Sans Fron
tieres (Doctors Without Borders), the Red 
Cross and Amnesty International - are 
involved in environmental protection and 
humanitarian efforts. But the activities of 
thousands of lesser-known groups also link 
together countries and communities. 

occurring around us, but the extent to 
which it is valid to explain these as 'global
ization' is contested. This is not entirely 
s urprising. As an unpredictabl e and 
turbulent process, globalization is seen and 
understood very differently by obse rvers, 

David Held and colleagues (Held et al. 
1999) have surveyed the controversy and 
divided its participants into three schools of 
thought: sceptics, hyperglobalizers and 
transformationalists, These three tenden
cies within the globalization debate are 
summarized in table 4.6. Note that the 
authors cited under e ach school are 
selected because their work contains some 

Contesting globalization 

In recent years, globalization has become a 
hotly debated topic, Most people accept 
that there are important transformations 



of the key arguments that define that partic
ular school's approach. 

The sceptics 

Some analysts argue that the idea of global
ization is overstated and that most theories 
of globalization amount to a lot of talk about 
something that is not really new. The scep
tics in the globalization controversy argue 
that present levels of economic interde
pendence are not unprecedented. Pointing 
to nineteenth-century statistics on world 
trade and investment, they contend that 
modern globalization differs from the past 
only in the intensity of interaction between 
nations. 

The sceptics agree that there may now be 
more contact between countries than in 
previous eras, but in their eyes the current 
world economy is not sufficiently integrated 
to constitute a truly globalized economy. 
This is because the bulk of trade occurs 
within three regional groups - Europe, Asia
Pacific and North America - rather than a 
genuinely globalized context. The countries 
of the European Union, for example, trade 
predominantly amongst themselves. The 
same is true of the other regional groups, 
thereby invalidating the notion of a single 
global economy (Hirst 1997). 

Many sceptics focus on processes of 
regionalization within the world economy
such as the emergence of major financial 
and trading blocs. To sceptics, the growth of 
regionalization is evidence that the world 
economy has become less integrated rather 
than more so (Boyer and Drache 1996; Hirst 
and Thompson 1999). Compared with the 
patterns of trade that prevailed a century 
ago, it is argued that the world economy is 
actually less global in its geographical scope 
and more concentrated on intense pockets 
of activity. 

Sceptics also reject the view that global
ization is fundamentally undermining the 
role of national governments and producing 
a world order in which they are less central. 
According to the sceptics, national govern
ments continue to be key players because of 

their involvement in regulating and coordi
nating economic activity. Governments, for 
example, are the driving force behind many 
trade agreements and policies of economic 
liberalization. 

The hypergloba/izers 

Hyperglobalizers take an opposing position 
to that of the sceptics. They argue that glob
alization is a very real phenomenon whose 
consequences can be felt everywhere. 
Globalization is seen as a process that is 
indifferent to national borders, producing a 
new global order, swept along by powerful 
flows of cross-border trade and production. 
One of the best-known hyperglobalizers, 
the Japanese writer Kenichi Ohmae (1990, 
1995), sees globalization as leading to a 
'borderless world' - a world in which market 
forces are more powerful than national 
governments. 

Much of the analysis of globalization 
offered by hyperglobalizers focuses on the 
changing role of the nation-state. It is 
argued that individual countries no longer 
control their economies because of the vast 
growth in world trade. National govern
ments and the politicians within them are 
increasingly unable to exercise control over 
the issues that cross their borders - such as 
volatile financial markets and environmen
tal threats. Citizens recognize that politi
cians are limited in their ability to address 
these problems and, as a result, lose faith in 
existing systems of governance. Some 
hyperglobalizers suggest that the power of 
national governments is also being chal
lenged from above - by new regional and 
international institutions, such as the Euro
pean Union, the World Trade Organization 
and others. 

Taken together, these shifrs signal to the 
hyperglobalizers the dawning of a global 
age in which national governments decline 
in importance and influence (A1brow 1997). 

The transformationalists 

Transformationalists take a position some
where between sceptics and hyperglobaliz-



ers. They see globalization as the central 
force behind a broad spectrum of changes 
that are currently shaping modern societies, 
but though the global order is being trans
formed, many of the old patterns remain. 
National governments, for instance, still 
retain a good deal of power in spite of the 
advance of global interdependence. These 
transformations are not restricted to 
economics alone, but are equally promi
nent within the realms of politics, culture 
and personal life. Transformationalists 
contend that the current level of globaliza
tion is breaking down established bound
a.ries between the internal and external, the 
international and domestic. In trying to 
adjust to this new order, societies, institu
tions and individuals are being forced to 
navigate contexts where previous structures 
have been shaken up. 

Unlike hyperglobalizers, transformation
alists see globalization as a dynamic and 
open process that is subject to influence 
and change. It is developing in a contradic
tory fashion, encompassing tendencies that 
frequently operate in opposition to one 
another. Globalization is, therefore, not a 
one-way process but a two-way flow of 
images, information and influences. Global 
migration, mass media and telecommuni
cations are contributing to the diffusion of 
cultural iofluences. The world's vibrant 
'global cities' such as London, New York and 
Tokyo are thoroughly multicultural, with 
ethnic groups and cultures intersecting and 
living side by side (Sassen 1991) . According 
to transformationalists, globalization is a 
decentred and reflexive process character
ized by links and cultural flows that work in 
a multidirectional way. Because globaliza
tion is the product of numerous intertwined 
global networks, it cannot be seen as being 
driven from one particular part of the world. 

Rather than losing sovereignty, as the 
hyperglobalizers argue, nation-states are 
restructuring in response to new forms of 
economic and social organization that are 
non-territorial in basis, including corpora
tions, social movements and international 
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bodies. Transformationalists argue that we 
are no longer living in a state-centric world; 
governments are being forced to adopt a 
more active and outward-loOking stance 
towards governance under the complex 
conditions of globalization (Rosenau 1997). 

Evaluation 
Which view is best supported by the 
evidence? Atthis point, probably that of the 
transformationalists, which suggests that 
global processes are having a great impact 
on many aspects oflife across the world, but 
that this impact is not completely trans
forming the world's societies. However, we 
cannot be certain how globalization will 
progress in the future, as this partly 
depends on the actions and reactions of 
those groups, organizations and govern
ments caught up in it, which are difficult to 
forecast. 

Sceptics tend to underestimate just how 
much the world is changing; world finance 
markets, for example, are organized on a 
global level much more than they ever were 
before. It is also the case that the increasing 
movement of people around the world, 
alongside more immediately effective forms 
of communication, are transforming 
people's everyday experience of the world 
and their view of it. The sceptical viewpoint 
tends to underplay this experiential aspect 
of the process. 

Hyperglobalizers, on the other hand, 
focus on economic globalization and tend to 
see this as a linear, or one-way process with 
a clearly defined endpoint: a global econ-
0my and, hence, a global society. In reality, 
the globalization process is more complex 
than this picture implies and the endpoint 
cannot be determined from present trends 
as these may well change. For example, the 
idea of a 'borderless world' may be an accu
rate description of the forces at work in 
economic globalization, but whether or not 
it becomes reality will depend on political 
decisions taken at national government 
level. Indeed, many countries around the 
world are seeking to tighten their border 
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controls precisely to prevent that borderless 
world ever being created in the first place. 

Held et aI's Cl 999) threefold scheme is 
useful, in so far as it alerts us to some of the 
main points at issue, but it is not the only way 
of thinking about globalization. For example, 
in this debate, all three positions focus 
primarily on the modem process of rapid 
globalization and its consequences for the 
future. However, it may be beller to set 
contemporary globalization processes into a 
longer timefTame. In this chapter we made 
an early distinction between the global 
spread of human societies over the very long 
term and the intensified globalization 
process of recent times. In this way it is possi
ble to see the extended development of 
human societies as leading towards more 
global patterns of interdependent relations, 
while also acknowledging that this was not 
and is not inevitable. An example will make 
this point clear. 

As we noted earlier, historically, global
ization has been as much the product of 
conflicts, wars and invasion as of coopera
tion and agreement between social groups 
and societies. Since 1945, the world has 
lived with the immense destructive poten
tial of nuclear weapons and the prospect of 
conflict between nu dear powers resulting 
in mutually assured destruction (MAD) for 
the combatants (and others). Such a conflict 
would surely halt the current process of 
rapid globalization and eliminate most of 
those interdependent relations that some 
see as inevitably leading to a global society. 
With nuclear proliferation still a very 
significant international issue and nuclear 
power increasingly seen by governments as 
a solution to global warming (see chapter 5, 
'The Environment'), this scenario cannot be 
completely ruled out even today. Human 
conflicts have made a major contribution to 
globalization, but they also have the poten
tial to send it into reverse. 

Chapter 23, 'Nations, War and Terrorism', 
contains an extende d discussion of war 
and conflict. 

The impact of globalization 

In chapter 1, we found that the chief focus of 
sociology has historically been the study of 
the industrialized societies. However, as 
sociologists we must also pay attention to the 
developing world, rather than leaving this to 
anthropologists. The industrialized and the 
developing societies have developed in 
interconnection with one another and are 
today more dosely related than ever before. 
Those of us living in the industrialized soci
eties depend on many raw materials and 
manufactured products from developing 
countries to sustain our lives. Conversely, the 
economies of most developing states depend 
on trading networks that bind them to the 
industrialized countries. We can only fully 
understand the industrialized order against 
the backdrop of societies in the developing 
world - in which by far the greater proportion 
of the world's population lives - sometimes 
described as the 'majority world'. 

Take a close look at the array of products 
on display the next time you walk into a 
local shop or supermarket. The diversity of 
goods we in the West have come to take for 
granted as available for anyone with the 
money to buy them depends on amaZingly 
complex economic connections stretching 
across the world. The store products have 
been made in, or use ingredients or parts 
from, a hundred different countries. These 
parts must be regularly transported across 
the globe, and constant flows ofinformation 
are necessary to coordinate the millions of 
daily transactions. 

As the world rapidly moves towards a 
single, unified economy, businesses and 
people move about the globe in increasing 
numbers in search of new markets and 
economic opportunities. As a result, the 
cultural map of the world changes: 
networks of peoples span national borders 
and even continents, providing cultural 
connections between their birthplaces and 
their adoptive countries (Appadurai 1986). 
Although there are between 5,000 and 6,000 
languages spoken on the planet, around 98 
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The research problem 
What impact is globalization likely to have on 
people's everyday lives? How will globalization 
change the modern world that we all 
increasingly inhabit? Can anyone just ignore or 
escape the forces of globalization? In a series of 
books, articles and lectures since the early 
1990s, 1 have tried to explore the characteristics 
of the emerging global form of modernity and its 
consequences for everyday life (1991a, 1991b, 
1993, 2001).1n particular, I have been interested 
in the decline of traditions, our increasing risk 
awareness and the changing nature of trust 
within our relationships. 

Giddens's explanation 
In The Consequences of Modernity, I outlined my 
view that the global spread of modernity tends 
to produce a 'runaway world', in which, it 
appears, no one and no government is in overall 
control. While Marx used the image of a monster 
to describe modernity; I liken it to riding 
onboard a huge truck or 'juggernaut': 

I suggest we should substitute that of the 
juggernaut - a runaway engine of enormous 
power, which, collectively as human beings, we 
can drive to some extent but which also 
threatens to rush out of our control and which 
could rend itself asunder. The juggernaut 
crushes those who resist it , and while it 
sometimes seems to have a steady path, there 
are times when it veers away erratically in 
directions we cannot foresee. The ride is by no 
means unpleasant or unrewarding; it can often 
be exhilarating and charged with hopeful 
anticipation. But, as long as the institutions of 
modernity endure, we shall never be able to 
control completely either the path or the pace of 
the journey In turn, we shall never be able to feel 
entirely secure, because the terrain across which 
it runs is fraught with risks of high consequence. 
Feelings of ontological security and existential 
anxiety will co-exist in ambivalence. (l991b' 
139) 

The globalizing form of modernity is marked by 
new uncertainties, new risks and changes to 
people's trust in other individuals and social 

institutions. In a world of rapid change, traditional 
forms of trust are dissolved. Our trust in other 
people used to be based in local communities, 
but in more globalized societies, our lives are 
influenced by people we never meet or know, 
who may live on the far side of the world from us. 
Such impersonal relationships means we are 
pushed to 'trust ' or have confidence in 'abstract 
systems' , such as food production and 
environmental regulation agencies or 
international banking systems. In this way, trust 
and risk are closely bound together. Thust in 
authorities is necessary ifwe are to confront the 
risks around us and react to them in an effective 
way. But this type of trust is not habitually given, 
but the subject of reflection and revision. 

When societies were more reliant on 
knowledge gained from custom and tradition, 
people could follow established ways of doing 
things without too much reflection. For modern 
people, aspects of life that earlier generations 
were able to take for granted become matters of 
open decision-making, producing what I call 
'reflexivity' - the continuous reflection on our 
everyday actions and reformation of these in the 
light of new knowledge. For example, whether to 
marry (or divorce) is a very personal decision, 
which may take account of family and friends' 
advice. But official statistics and sociological 
research on marriage and divorce also filter into 
social life, becoming widely known and shared, 
thus becoming part of an individual's decision
making. 

For me, these characteristic features of 
modernity point to the conclusion that global 
modernity is a form of social life that is 
discontinuous with previous forms. In many 
ways, the globalization of modernity marks not 
the ending of modern societies or a movement 
beyond them (as in postmodernism - see 
chapter 3) , but a new stage of 'late' or 'high' 
modernity which takes the tendencies 
embedded within modern life into a more far
reaching global phase. 

Critical points 
My critics argue that perhaps I exaggerate the 
discontinuity between modernity and previous 



societies and that tradition and habit continues to 
structure people's everyday activities. The 
modern period is not so unique, they sa~ and 
modern people are not so different from those 
that went before. Others think that my account of 
globalizing modernity underplays the central 
sociological question of power; in particular the 
power of transnational corporations to influence 
governments and promote a form of 
globalization that privileges the needs of 
business at the expense of the world's poor. The 
concept of 'modernity' essentially masks the 
power of capitalist corporations. Finally, some 
have argued that 1 see reflexivity as a wholly 
positive development, reflecting the opening up 
of social life to more choice. However, such 
reflexivity could also be leading to heightened 
levels of 'anornie', as described by Durkheim, 
and in that sense, reflexivity may be more of a 

problem to be solved than a welcome element to 
be promoted. 

Contemporary significance 
Because theories of globalization are relatively 
recent and I continue to develop my theories of 
modern life, it is very much a 'work in progress'. 
The ideas I have developed have been taken in 
fruitful directions by other sociologists and, in 
that sense, it is satisfying to have provided a 
theoretical framework and some conceptual 
tools for younger generations to take forward 
and develop. As is evident from the contribution 
of the critics of my work on modernity; 
reflexivity and trust relationships, this has 
provoked much sociological debate. I hope 
that it will continue to do so in the future and 
readers Will, no doubt, come to their own 
assessment of it. 

per cent of these are used by just 10 per cent 
of the global population, Just a dozen 
languages have co me to domin ate the 
global language system, with more than 100 
million speakers each: Arabic, Chinese, 
English, French, German, Hindi, Japanese, 
Malay, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish and 
Swahili. And just one language - English -
has become 'hypercentrat', as first choice for 
most second-language speakers. It is these 
'bilinguals' who bind together the whole 
global language system (de Swaan 2001), 

It is increasingly impossible for discrete 
cultures to exist as islands. There are few, if 
any, places on earth so remote as to escape 
radio, television, air travel - and the throngs 
of tourists they bring - or the computer. A 
generation ago, there were stilt tribes whose 
way 01 life was completely untouched by the 
rest of the world. Today, these peoples use 
machetes and other tools made in the United 
States or Japan. wear T-shirts and shorts 
manufactured in garment factories in the 
Dominican Republic or Guatemala, and take 
medicine manufactured in Germany or 
Switzerland to combat diseases contracted 
through contact with outsiders. These people 

also have their stories broadcast to people 
around the world through satellite television 
and the Internet. Within a generation or two 
at the most, all the world's once-isolated 
cultures will be touched and transformed by 
global culture, despite their persistent efforts 
to preserve their age-old ways of life. 

The forces that produce a global culture 
will be discussed throughout this book. 
They include: 

1 Television, which brings British and 
American culture (through networks 
and programmes such as the BBC, MTV 
or Friends) into homes throughout the 
world daily, while adapting cul tural 
products from the Netherlands (such as 
Big Brother) or Sweden (such as Expedi
tion: Robinson, which became Survivor) 
for British and American audiences. 

2 The emergence of a unified global econ
amy. with bus iness whose factories, 
management structures and markets 
often span continents and countries. 

3 'Global citizens', such as managers of 
large corporations, who may spend as 
much time criss-crossing the globe as 
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Global Society 4.3 Globalization and reggae music 

When those knowledgeable about popular music 
listen to a song, they can often pick out the stylistic 
influences that helped shape it. Each musical style, 
after all, represents a unique way of combining 
rhythm, melody, harmony and lyrics. And while it 
does not take a genius to notice the dilIerences 
between rock, R&B or folk, for example, musicians 
often combine a nUniber of styles in composing 
songs, Identifying the components of these 
combinations can be difficult. But for sociologists, 
the effort is often rewarding. Different musical styles 
tend to emerge from dilIerent social groups, and 
studying how styles combine and fuse is a good 
way to chart the cultural contacts between groups, 

Some sociologists have tnrned their attention to 
reggae music because it exemplifies the process 
whereby contacts between social groups result in 
the creation of new musical forms, Reggae's roots 
can be traced to West Africa. In the seventeenth 
century, large nUnibers of West Africans were 
enslaved by British colonists and brought by ship to 
work in the sugar-cane fields of the West Indies. 
Although the British attempted to prevent slaves 
from playing traditional African music for fear it 
would serve as a rallying cry to revolt, the slaves 
managed to keep alive the tradition of African 
drumming, sometimes by integrating it with the 
European musical styles imposed by the slave
owners, In Jamaica, the drumming of one group of 
slaves, the Burru, was openly tolerated by slave
holders because it helped meter the pace of work. 
Slavery was finally abolished in Jamaica in 1834, 
but the tradition of Burru drumming continued, 
even as many Burru men migrated from rural areas 
to the slums of Kingston. 

It was in these slums that a new religious cult 
began to emerge - one that would prove crucial to 
the development of reggae, In 1930 a man named 
Haile Selassie was crowned emperor of the African 
country of Ethiopia. While opponents of European 
colonialism throughout the world cheered 

Selassie's ascension to the throne, a nUniber of 
people in the West Indies came to believe that he 
was a god, sent to earth to lead the oppressed of 
Africa to freedom One of Selassie 's names was 
'Prince Ras Tafari' , and the West Indians who 
worshipped him called themselves 'Rastafarians', 
The Rastafarian cult soon merged with the Burru, 
and Rastafarian music came to combine Burru 
styles of drumming with biblical themes of 
oppression and liberation. In the 1950s, West Indian 
musicians began mixing Rastafarian rhythms and 
lyrics with elements of American jazz and black 
rhythm and blues, These combinations eventually 
developed into 'ska' music, and then, in the late 
I 960s, into reggae, with its relatively slow beat, its 
emphasis on bass, and its stories of urban 
deprivation and of the power of collective social 
consciousness. Many reggae artists, such as Bob 
Marley, became commercial successes, and by the 
1970s people the world over were listening to 
reggae music, In the 1980s and 1990s, reggae was 
fused with hip-hop (or rap) to produce new sounds 
(Hebdige 1997), heard in the work of the groups 
like The Wu-Tang Clan, Shaggy or Sean Paul. 

The history of reggae is thus the history of 
contact between different social groups, and of the 
meanings - political, spiritual and personal- that 
those groups expressed through their music. 
Globalization has increased the intensity of these 
contacts. It is now possible for a young musician in 
Scandinavia, for example, to grow up listening to 
music produced by men and women in the 
basements of Notting Hill in London, and to be 
deeply influenced as well by, say, a mariachi 
performance broadcast live via satellite from 
Mexico City, If the nUniber of contacts between 
groups is an important determinant of the pace of 
musical evolution, it can be predicted that there will 
be a veritable profusion of new styles in the coming 
years as the process of globalization continues to 
unfold. 

they do at home, identifying with a 
global, cosmopolitan culture rather than 
with that of their own nation. 

ciations, multinational banks and other 
global financial institutions, interna
tionallabour and health organizations, 
and global tariff and trade agreements, 
that are creating a global political, legal 
and military framework. 

4 A host of international organizations, 
including United Nations agencies, 
regional trade and mutual defence asso-



Even soo~eties which we might consider as 
'untouched' by globalization are not out of 
the reach of global culture. Many of the 
goods they use and consume are imported 
from all over the world. 

5 Electronic communications (telephone, 
fax, electronic mail, the Internet and the 
World Wide Web), which makes instan
taneous communication with almost 
any part of the planet an integral part of 
daily life in the business world. 

Does the Internet promote a global 
culture? 

Many have argued that the rapid growth of 
the Internet around the world will hasten 
the spread of a global culture - one resem
bling the cultures of Europe and North 

America, currently home to more than half 
the world's Internet users (see table 4.7). 
Belief in such values as equality between 
men and women, the right to speak freely, 
democratic participation in government 
and the pursuit of pleasure through 
consumption are readily diffused through
out the world over the Internet. Moreover, 
Internet technology itself would seem to 
foster such values: global communication, 
seemingly unlimited (and uncensored) 
information, and instant gratification are all 
characteristics of the new technology. 

Yet it may be premature to conclude that 
the Internet will sweep aside traditional 
cultures, replacing them with radically new 
cultural values. As the Internet spreads 
around the world, there is evidence that it is 
in many ways compatible with traditional 
cultural values as well, perhaps even a 
means of strengthening them. To capture 
this balancing of the consequences of glob
alization, British sociologist Roland Robert
son (1992) coined the term glocalization - a 
mixture of globalization and localization. 
This means that local communities are often 
very active rather than passive in modifying 
and shaping global processes to fit their own 
cultures, or that global businesses have to 
tailor their products and services to take 
account of local conditions. In the light of 
such cases, we may find that globalization 
does not lead inevitably to a uniform, global 
culture, but instead leads to diversity and 
multidirectional flows of cultural products 
across the world's societies. 

Consider, for example, the Middle East
ern country of Kuwait, a traditional Islamic 
culture that has recently experienced strong 
American and European influences. Kuwait, 
an oil-rich country on the Persian Gulf, has 
one of the highest average per person 
incomes in the world. The government 
provides free public education through the 
university level. resulting in high rates of 
literacy and education for both men and 
women. Kuwaiti television frequently 
carries American football from the USA for 
example, although broadcasts are regularly 



Table 4.7 Global Internet connectivity in 2005: pes, hosts and Internet users 

PCs Internet 

Total (1.000s) Per 100 Hosts total Hosts per Users Users per 
people 10,000 people (1.000s) 100 people 

Africa 17,726 2.22 424,968 4.92 33,132.8 3.72 

Americas 308,078 35.35 205,502,481 2,339.05 304,834.8 34.23 

Asia 230,317 6.44 27,986,795 73.95 368,621.8 9.64 

Europe 239,833 30.69 29,058,680 ;363 .24 259,224.3 32.4 

Oceania 16,130 50.46 4,572 ,838 1.40468 17,383 7 53.21 

World 812,084 13.4 267 ,545,762 420.69 983, 197.4 15.27 

PCs numbers of personal computers 
A host 18 a computer duBctly lmked to the globallnternet network 
Users refers to estnnates of people accessmg the Internet 

Source" InlernaUonal Telecommumcatlons Umen 2005 

interrupted for the traditional Muslim calls 
to prayer. Half of Kuwait's approximately 2 
million people are under the age of 25, 
and, like their counterparts in Europe and 
North America, many surf the Internet for 
new id eas, information and consumer 
products. 

Although Kuwait is in many respects a 
modern country, cultural norms that treat 
men and women differently are very strong, 
Women are generally expected to wear 
traditional clothing that leaves only the 
face and hands visible and are forbidden to 
leave home at night or be seen in public at 
any time with a man who is not a spouse or 
relative. 

Deborah Wheeler (1998) spent a year 
studying the impact of the Internet on 
Kuwaiti culture. The Internet is increasingly 
popular in Kuwait; half of all Internet users 
in Middle Eastern Arab countries live in 
this tiny country. Kuwaiti newspapers 
frequently carry stories about the Internet 
and the Web, and Kuwai t University was the 
first university in the Arab world to hook its 
students up to the Internet. 

Wheeler reports that Kuwaiti teenagers 
are flocking to Internet cafes, where they 
spend most of their time in chat rooms or 
visiting pornographic sites - two activities 

strongly frowned upon by traditional 
Islam ic culture. According to Wheeler 
(1998): 'Many young people told me of 
encounters they were havin g with the oppo
s ite sex in cyberspace. There are even 
keyboard symbols for kisses ('), kisses on 
the lips (:') , and embarrassed giggles (LOLl 
all those interactions and reactions that 
make courtship exciting and, in this case, 
safe: The new communications technolo
gies are clearly enabling men and women to 
talk wi th one another in a society where 
such communications outside marriage are 
extremely limited, Wheeler also notes that, 
ironically, men and women are segregated 
in the Internet cafes. Furthermore, she finds 
that Kuwaitis are extremely reluctant to 
voice s trong opinions or political views 

online. With the exception of discussing 
conservative Islamic religious beliefs, which 
are freely disseminated over the Internet, 
Kuwaitis are remarkably inhibited online. 
Wheeler (1998) attributes this to the cultural 
belief that giving out too much information 
about oneself is dangerous: 

In Kuwait, information is more ofa 
potential threat than a means for individual 
empowerment. It is a weapon to use against 
your enem ies, a tool for keeping conformity, 
or a reinforcement of regulations of daily 
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life . ... Kuwait's transition to the 
information age is influenced by these 
attitudes and the desire to keep one's 
reputation protected. This keeps the 
In ternet from registering significant 
political and social impacts, except for the 
rise in Kuwaiti Islamist discourses on the 
Internet. . . . In Kuwait, there is an ethos 
that states that having and/or pronouncing 
a political opinion publicly is bad. No one 
wants to talk on the record orto be quoted. 
The idea makes people scared or nervous. 
Only those who are elite feel they can speak 
freely and openly. 

Wheeler concludes that Kuwaiti culture, 
which is hundreds of years old, is not likely to 
be easily transformed by simple exposure to 
different beliefs and values on the Internet. 
The fact that a few young people are partici
pating in global chat rooms does not mean 
that Kuwaiti culture is adopting the sexual 
attitudes of the United States or even the 
form of everyday relations found between 
men and women in the West. The culture that 
eventually emerges as a result of the new 
technologies will not be the same as Ameri
can culture; it will be uniquely Kuwaiti. 

The rise of individualism 

Although globalization is often associated 
with changes within big systems - such as 
the world financial markets, production and 
trade, and telecommunications - the effects 
of globalization are felt equally strongly in 
the private realm. Globalization is not 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What is your initial reaction? Is 
globalization leading to a homogenous 

global culture? Now think of some 
examples where Western products, 

brands or culture have changed non-
Western cultures. Next, list some 

examples where Western influence has 
been significantly altered at the local 

level. Does such localization really 
mean that indigenous cultures can 

defend themselves against the forces of 
globalization? 

something that is simply out there, operat
ing on a distant plane and not intersecting 
with individual affairs. Globalization is an 
'in here' phenomenon that is affecting our 
intimate and personal lives in many diverse 
ways. Inevitably, our personal lives have 
been altered as globalizing forces enter into 
our local contexts, our homes and our 
communities through impersonal sources
such as the media, the Internet and popular 
culture - as well as through personal contact 
with individuals from other countries and 
cultures. 

Globalization is fundamentally changing 
the nature of our everyday experiences. As 
the societies in which we live undergo 
profound transformations, the established 
institutions that used to underpin them 
have become out of place. This is forcing a 
redefinition of intimate and personal 
aspects of our lives, such as the family, 
gender roles, sexuality, personal identity, 
our interactions with others and our rela
tionships to work. The way we think of 
ourselves and our connections with other 
people is being profoundly altered through 
globalization. 

In our current age, individuals have much 
more opportunity to shape their own lives 
than once was the case. At one time, tradi
tion and custom exercised a very strong 
influence on the path of people's lives. 
Factors such as social class, gender, ethnicity 
and even religious affiliation could close off 
certain avenues for individuals, or open up 
others. Being born the eldest son of a tailor, 
for example, would probably ensure that a 
young man would learn his father 's craft and 
carry on practising that craft throughout his 
lifetime. Tradition held that a woman's natu
ral sphere was in the home; herlife and iden
tiry were largely defined by those of her 
husband or father. In times past, individuals' 
personal identities were formed in the 
context of the community into which they 
were born. The values, lifestyles and ethics 
prevailing in that community provided rela
tively fixed guidelines according to which 
people lived their lives. 



Under conditions of g loba li zation, 
however, we are faced with a move towards 
a new individualism, in which people have 
actively to construct their own identities. 
The weight of tradition and established 
values is retreating, as local communities 
interact with a new global order. The social 
codes that formerly guided people's choices 
and activities have significandy loosened. 
Today, for example, the eldest son of a tailor 
could choose any number of paths in 
constructing his future, women are no 
longer restricted to the domestic realm and 
many of the other signposts that shaped 
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people's lives have disappeared. Traditional 
frameworks of identity are dissolving and 
new patterns of identi ty are emerging. Glob
alization is forcing people to live in a more 
open, reflexive way. This means that we are 
constantly responding and adjusting to the 
changing environment around us; as indi
viduals, we evolve with and within the larger 
context in which we live. Even the small 
choices we make in our daily lives - what we 
wear, how we spend our leisure time and 
how we take care of our health and our 
bodies - are part of an ongoing process of 
creating and re-creating our self-identities. 
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Conclusion: the need for 
global governance 

As globalization progresses, existing politi
ca l structures and models a pp ea r 
unequipped to manage a world full of the 
challenges that transcend national borders. 
It is not within the capacity of individual 
governments to control the spread of AIDS, 
to counter the effects of global warming or 
to regulate volatile financi al markets. Many 
of the processes affecting societies around 
the world elude the grasp of current govern
ing mechanisms. In the light of this govern
ing deficit, some have called for new forms 
of global governance that could address 
global issues in a global way. As a growing 
number of challenges operate above the 
level of individual countries, it is argued 
that responses to them must also be trans
national in scope. 

Although it may seem unrealistic to speak 
of governance above the level of the nation
state, some steps have already been taken 
towards the creation of a global democratic 
structure, such as the formation of the 
United Nations and the European Union. 
The EU in particular can be seen as an inno
vative response to globalization and could 
well become a model for similar organiza-

tions in other parts of the world where 
regional ties are strong. New forms of global 
governance could help to promote a 
cosmopolitan world order in which trans
parent rules and standards for international 
behaviour, such as the defence of human 
rights, are established and observed. 

The decade that has passed since the end 
of the Cold War has been marked by 
violence, internal co nflict an d chaotic 
transformations in many areas ofthe world. 
While some have taken a pessimistic view, 
seeing globalization as accelerating crisis 
and chaos, others see vital opportunities to 
harness globalizing forces in the pursuit of 
greater equality, democracy and prosperity. 
The move towards global governance and 
more effective regulatory institutions is 
certainly not misplaced at a time when 
global interdependence and the rapid pace 
of change link all of us together more than 
ever before. It is not beyond our abilities to 
reassert our will on the social world. Indeed, 
such a task appears to be both the greatest 
necessity and the greatest challenge facing 
human societies in the twenty- first century. 

We learn more about global governance 
in chapter 22, 'Politics, Government and 
Social Movements'. 



Summary points 

1. Several types of pre-modern society can be 
distinguished. In hunting and gathering 
societies, people gain their livelihood from 
gathering plants and hunting animals. Pastoral 
societies are those that raise domesticated 
animals as their major source of subsistence. 
Agrarian societies depend on the cultivation 
of fixed plots of land. Larger, more developed, 
urban societies form traditional states or 
civilizations. 

2. The development of industralized societies 
and the expansion of the West led to the 
conquest of many parts of the world through 
the process of coloniaJization, which radically 
changed long-established societies and 
cultures. 

3. In industrialized societies, industrial 
production is the main basis of the economy. 
Industrialized countries include the nations of 
the West and Japan, Australia and New 
Zealand. The developing world, in which a 
majority of the world's population live, are 
almost all formerly colonized areas. The 
majority of the population works in 
agricultural production, some of which is 
geared to world markets. 

4. Social change may be defined as the 
transformation, over time, of the institutions 
and culture of a society. The modern period, 
although occupying only a small fraction of 
human history, has seen rapid and major 
changes and the pace of change is 
accelerating. 

5. The development of social organization and 
institutions, from hunting and gathering to 
agrarian to modern industrial societies, is far 
too diverse to be accounted for by any single
factor theory of social change. At least three 
broad categories of influences can be 
identified. The physical environment includes 
such factors as climate or the availability of 
communication routes (rivers, mountain 
passes); these are important to consider, 
especially as they affect early economic 
development. Political organization 
(especially military power) affects all 
societies, traditional and modern, with the 
possible exception of hunting and gathering 
societies. Cultural factors include religion 
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(which can act as a brake on change), 
communication systems (such as the invention 
of writing) and individual leadership. 

6. The most important economic influence on 
modern social change is industrial capitalism, 
which depends on and promotes constant 
innovation in productive technology. Science 
and technology also affect and are affected by 
political factors, the most important of which is 
the emergence of the modern state. Cultural 
influences include another effect of science 
and technology: the critical and innovative 
character of modern thinking, which 
constantly challenges tradition and cultural 
habits. 

7. Globalization is often portrayed as an 
economic phenomenon, but this is too simple. 
Globalization involves political, economic, 
cultural and social factors. It is driven fOlWard 
by advances in information and 
communication technologies that have 
intensified the speed and scope of interaction 
between people around the world. 

8. Globalization has become a hotly debated 
topic. Sceptics think it is overrated and that 
current levels of interconnectedness are not 
unprecedented. Some sceptics focus instead 
on processes of regionalization that are 
intensifying activity within major financial and 
trade groups. Hyperglobalizers take an 
opposing position, arguing that globalization 
is a real and powerful phenomenon that 
threatens to erode the role of national 
governments altogether. A third group, the 
transformationalists, argue that globalization 
is transforming many aspects of the current 
global order, but that old patterns still remain. 
According to this view, globalization is a 
contradictory process, involving a 
multidirectional flow of influences that 
sometimes work in opposition to each other. 

9. Globalization is producing challenges that 
cross national borders and elude the reach of 
existing political structures. Because 
individual governments are not equipped to 
handle these transnational issues, there is a 
need for new forms of global governance that 
can address global problems in a global way. 
Reasserting our will on the rapidly changing 
social world may be the greatest challenge of 
the twenty-first century. 
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Internet links 

BBC World Service on globalization: 
www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/programmes/ 
globalisation l 

The Global Site - social science thinking on 
globalization: 
www.theglobalsite. ac. ukl globalizatio n I 

1999 Reith Lectures - Anthony Giddens on 
'The runaway world': 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi /english /static/ 
events / reith_991 

International Forum - an alliance of activists, 
scholars and researchers looking to better 
understand globalization processes: 
www.ifg.org/ 

Tradewatch - US-based activist site against 
globalization: 
www.citizen.org/ trade/ 

Centre for Research on Globalization 
Canadian-based 'think-site' with lots of 
comment by researchers and academics: 
www.globalresearch.ca/ 

World Bank globalization pages: 
www1.worldbank.org/economicpolicy/ 
globalization I 

Global Policy Forum - monitors policy-making 
at the United Nations: 
www.globalpolicy.org/globaliz/ index.ht 
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(opposite) The 2004 Indian Ocean 
earthquake was the third largest ever 
recorded and caused maSSlve loss of 
human life. 



Just before one o'clock a.m. UTC (Coordinated Universal Time) on 26 

December 2004, the largest earthquake in 40 years occurred beneath the 

Indian Ocean. The earthquake shifted the seabed and displaced hundreds of 

cubic kilometres of water. A large wave known as a tsunami, caused by the 

tremor, began moving across the Indian Ocean away from the quake's epi

centre at a speed of around 500 miles per hour. As it neared the coast, the 

tsunami slowed dramatically to just 30 miles per hour and began to increase in 

height. The tsunami reached the nearest landmass, Aceh in northern Indone

sia, just 15 minutes after the initial quake, in many places destroying every

thing in its path and sweeping debris hundreds of metres inland. Thailand was 
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hit after 90 minutes, Sri Lanka after two 
hours, the Maldives after three and a half 
hours; finally, the wave reached the African 
coast, thousands of miles from the epicen
tre of the quake, some seven hours after the 
earthquake that caused it. 

The scale of the tragedy was not immedi
ate�y apparent. By the end of the day on 26 
December it was reported that 12,000 
people had been killed. A few weeks later the 
United Nations estimated that more than 
175,000 people had died. Most deaths were 
in Indonesia, where it is thought that 
around 160,000 people lost their lives. 
Figures for the total number of people killed 
around the Indian Ocean vary hugely, but 
the British Red Cross has estimated a death 
toll closer to the region of a staggering 1 
million. In Sri Lanka more than 30,000 
people were killed, more than a 1,000 of 
whom drowned when an 80-tonne train was 
lifted off its tracks and submerged under 
water. In India, just fewer than 10,000 
people are thought to have died. Travelling 
west, the wave caused devastation as far 
away as Africa, killing around 140 people 
along the continent's east coast. Many 
millions of people around the Indian Ocean 
were left homeless. 

Although much sociological research 
tends to focus on how human institutions 
and citizens respond to ecological hazards, 
the 2004 tsunami reminds us that natural 
processes can be complex and unpre
dictable. The natural environment is not 
simply an inert, passive backdrop to the 
dramas of social life, but is an active force, 
which often plays a large part in the shaping 
of societies. The Asian tsunami also shows 
that in a globalized world, events thousands 
of miles away have a great impact on every
one's lives. 

Although the vast majority of people 
killed in the tsunami were locals, several 
thousands were tourists from around the 
world, many of whom had been enjoying an 
idyllic Christmas break in the region. For 
instance, the tsunami claimed the lives of 
149 people who were British citizens or had 

close links with the UK: the greatest loss of 
British lives in anyone incident since the 
Second World War and far greater than the 
number of Britons who died in the terrorist 
attacks in New York and Washington in 2001. 
The high loss of life amongst Westerners 
reflects the processes of globalization. Thai
land, where most holiday-makers were 
killed, has only become a destination for 
mass tourism in the past two decades or so, 
as people from the rich world are increas
ingly prepared to travel further afield for 
their holidays. The relief effort was also 
global in scope, as the world's news stations 
beamed pictures and reports of the suffer
ing around the planet. In rich countries, 
millions of dollars were donated by the 
general public and governments, troops 
and expertise were sent to the region and it 
was agreed that debt repayments from the 
worst hit countries should be suspended. In 
early January 2005, millions of people across 
Europe stopped what they were doing to 
take part in a three-minute silence in 
memory of those killed. 

Why should sociologists be interested in 
events such as the Asian tsunami? Surely 
this was a 'natural disaster', an example of 
the massive power of nature? If so, then isn't 
it the proper subject for environmental 
scientists and geologists rather than sociol
ogists? Afrer all, what institutional training 
do sociologists receive on understanding 
earthquakes or plate tectonics? For most of 
the twentieth century, this apparently 
common-sense division of academic labour 
was taken for granted. Natural scientists 
investigated the non-human world, while 
social scientists concentrated on people 
and their societies. However, by the 1980s 
and '90s things were changing, as knowl
edge of global environmental problems 
emerged and it became much clearer that 
the fate of the 'natural ' and 'social' worlds 
were inevitably intertwined. 

In this chapter we look at ideas of nature 
and environment and what constitutes an 
environmental issue. before outlining soci
ological approaches to the study of such 



issues. From here we discuss some impor
tant environmental issues, including pollu
tion, resource depletion, genetic modifica
tion and global warming before looking at 
sociological theories of consumerism and 
the risk society and proposals aimed at deal
ing with environmental dilemmas such as 
sustainable development and ecological 
modernization. The chapter ends with an 
evaluation of their prospects for success, 
looking ahead to the future of soci
ety-environment relations. 

Nature, the environment 
and sociology 

Defining nature and the 
environment 

The environmental issues noted above all 
seem to involve nature. But 'nature' is not a 
simple word with a single meaning. In fact, 
dictionary definitions usually describe 
some twelve distinct meanings of the word. 
Raymond Williams (1987) says that nature is 
one of the most complex and difficult words 
in the English language because its domi
nant meaning has changed over time along 
with the development of societies. 

'Nature' can mean something that is 
essential to a person or a thing. Why do some 
birds build their nests at the same time 
every year, for instance? We may be told that 
this is instinctive behaviour and an essential 
part of the 'nature' of birds. In fourteenth
century Europe, however, a new dominant 
meaning began to emerge. Nature came to 
be seen instead as a series of forces that 
directed the world and ultimately explained 
why things happen. For example, even 
today many people consult astrological 
charts looking for their birth date-based 
'star sign' and what guidance it can offer on 
their life decisions. When they do this, they 
implicitly draw on the same idea of 'natural 
forces' - in this case the movement of stars 
and planets - directing human affairs. By 
the nineteenth century, the dominant 

meaning of'nature' had changed again. This 
time it was seen as the whole material world 
of things rather than as a series of forces. The 
natural world was a world full of natural 
things - animals, fields, mountains and 
much more. For instance, there was a trend 
towards looking at 'scenery' as landscapes 
and pictorials, with nature literally framed 
for our appreciation and enjoyment. 

Two major and related causes of this 
latest change in meaning were industrial
ization, which shifted people away from 
working the land in agricultural settings, 
and urbanization, which led to larger 
human settlements that generated new 
living environments largely divorced from 
natural things (Thomas 1984). Nature was 
seen as an obstacle that society had to tame 
and overcome in order to make progress, as 
the popular ideas of nature 'in the raw' or 
nature 'red in tooth and claw' suggest. 

For a minority of people, nature and soci
ety were seen as distinct, but nature was not 
seen as in need of taming. Instead, it was 
modern industrial society that was the 
problem, polluting and wasting nature to 
feed new urban lifestyles. Wild nature 
needed protection not domestication. 
Nevertheless, for both the tamers and the 
protectors, society and nature were seen as 
separate things. Nature was that which soci
ety was not, and vice versa. This meaning 
remains the dominant one today, though 
more people would probably now agree 
with the nature-protectors than did so in 
earlier periods. 

Since the 1950s, use of the word, 'nature' 
has started to give way to another term: the 
environment. Dictionary definitions of 
'environment' suggest that it is the external 
conditions or surroundings of people, espe
cially those in which they live or work. David 
Harvey (1993) notes that this definition can 
apply to a number of situations. For 
example, we have a working environment, a 
business environment and an urban envi
ronment. However, none of these environ
ments is what most of us think of when the 
term is used today. Indeed, this chapter's 



From the seventeenth century onwards, wealthy social groups began to take pleasure in, and 
appreciate, landscape scenes such as this one, which also became the focus of the 'tourist 
gaze' CUrry 1990). 

title, The Environment, does not refer to any 
of these 'environments'. Most people today 
would probably expect this chapter to 
discuss pollution, climate change, animal 
welfare and so on, indicating that the envi
ronment has taken on a widespread and 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

How satisfactory is our working 
definition of 'the environment' above? 
What things would it include and what 

would it exclude? Should human beings 
be considered part of nature? If so, 

explain why many people see human 
creations such as cities and urban 

environments as somehow artificial. 

special meaning. The environment is 
assumed to mean all of those non-human, 
natural surroundings within which human 
beings exist - sometimes called the 'natural 
environment' -and in its widest sense this is 
simply planet Earth as a whole. We will use 
this as our working definition throughout 
this chapter. 

Sociology and the environment 

In our age of global environmental prob
lems and international environmental 
movements, sociologists can and must take 
a direct interest in our relationship to the 
environment within which we live. But just 
how can sociology help us to understand 
environmental issues? 



First, sociology can help us to understand 
how environmental problems are distrib
uted. Although the tsunami in Asia killed 
people from all over the globe, most of those 
who died were native to the coastal regions 
around the Indian Ocean. If it had occurred 
in the richer countries of the Pacific Ocean, 
the Pacific Tsunami Warning System, based 
in the American state of Hawaii, would 
quickly have alerted the emergency author
ities in the endangered countries where the 
infrastructure should be in place to move 
people away from the coast before a wave 
strikes. In 2005, the United Nations began to 
plan for an early warning system for the 
Indian Ocean, with money from Western 
donors. The distribution of risks from the 
environment varies with other types of envi
ronmental issue too. For example, although 
global warming - the increase in average 
temperature across the globe - will affect 
everyone on the planet, it will do so in differ
ent ways. Flooding kills many more people 
in low-lying, poor countries, such as 
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Bangladesh, where housing and emergency 
infrastructures are less able to cope with 
severe weather than in Europe. for instance. 
In richer countries, such as the USA, the 
issues raised by global warming for policy
makers are likely to concern indirect effects, 
such as rising levels of immigration as 
people try to enter the country from areas 
more directly affected. 

Second, sociologists can provide an 
account of how patterns of human behav
iour create pressure on the natural environ
ment (Cylke 1993). Although the 2004 
tsunami was not a direct result of human 
action, many of the environmental chal
lenges discussed in this chapter are. For 
example, the levels of pollution produced 
by industrialized countries would cause 
catastrophe if repeated in the world's 
poorer, non-industrial nations. If the 
impoverished regions of the world are to 
catch up with the richer ones, then 
citizens of the rich world are going to have 
to revise their expectations about constant 

Modern consumerism generates huge amounts of waste , much of which has conventionally 
been simply dumped in landfill sites. 



economic growth. Sociological theories of 
capitali st expansion, globalization or 
rationalization can all help us to understand 
how human societies are transforming the 
environment. 

Third, sociology can help us to evaluate 
policies and proposals aimed at providing 
solutions to environmental problems. For 
example, some environmental activists and 
'green' writers argue that people in the rich 
countries must tUfn away from conswner
ism and return to simpler ways of life living 
close to the land if global ecological disaster 
is to be avoided (Devall 1990; Schumacher 
1977; Stead and Stead 1996). They argue that 
rescuing the global environment will thus 
mean radical social as well as technological 
change. However, given the enormous 
global inequalities that currently exist, there 
is little chance that the poor countties ofthe 
developing world will sacrifice their own 
economic growth because of environmen
tal problems created largely by the rich 
countries. For instance, some governments 
in developing countries have argued that in 
relation to global warming there is no paral
lel between the 'luxu ry emissions' produced 
by the developed world and their own 
'survival emissions', In this way, sociological 
accounts of international relations and 
global inequality can clarify some of the 
underlying causes of the environmental 
problems we face today. 

Sociology's founders - Marx, Durkheim 
and Weber - paid little attention to what we 
now call 'environmental issues ', Marx 
analysed capitalism and its exploitative 
class relationships (see chapter I , 'What is 
Sociology?' and chapter ll , 'Stratification 
and Social Class'). Durkheim sought to 
understand the sources of social solidarity 
and to establish sociology within academic 
institutions (see chapter I, 'What is Sociol
ogy?' and chapter 3, 'Theories and Perspec
tives in Sociology'), while Weber investi
gated the connections between religion, 
rationality and modern capitalism. The 
relationship between human societies and 
the natural environment was not seen as 

especially problematic by a majority of 
people in the societies of the time; nor, 
therefore, was it a central problem for 
social scientists. Instead, the important 
social issues occupying scholars were social 
inequality, poverty and its alleviation, trans
forming unhealthy urban living conditions 
and assessing the future direction of indus
trial development. The natural environ
ment was very much taken for granted, 
simply as the backdrop to the much more 
pressing and urgent social problems gener
ated by industrial capitalism. 

Although there are ideas within theworkof 
the classical founders of sociology that have 
been pursued in an environmental direction 
by later sociologists, the environment was 
not a central problem of classical sociology. 
This situation became increasingly difficult 
once sociologists began to explore the prob
lems identified by environmental campaign
ers. Could the classical theories provide any 
insights into human-environment relations? 
Do we need to abandon them altogether to 
understand how environmental problems 
have come about and how they might be 
solved? Some sociologists have returned to 
classical sociology, reinterpreting the clas
sics in the light of environmental issues 
(Dickens 2004; Dunlap et al. 2002; Murphy 
1997). However, most have not. Rather, soci
ological studies of the environment have 
been characterized by a dispute amongst 
social constructionist and critical realist 
approaches over just how environmental 
issues should be studied sociologically. 

Social construction ism and critical 
realism 

Social constructionism is an approach to 
studying social problems, including envi
ronmental problems. Social construction
ists have investigated how some environ
mental issues come to be seen as Significant 
while others are seen as less important or 
are largely ignored (Braun and Castree 1998; 
Hannigan 2006). Are the environmental 
problems that are thought to be most 
important today really the ones which are 



For more on social constructionism, see 
chapter 3, 'Theories and Perspectives in 
Sociology', and chapter 7, 'Social 
Interaction and Everyday Life' . 

the most serious and in need of urgent 
action? 

Constructionists ask a series of important 
questions about environmental problems. 
What is the history of the problem and how 
has it developed? Who is making the claim 
that it is a problem; do they have any vested 
interest and stand to benefit from doing so? 
What do they say about it and does the 
evidence support this? How do they say it? 
Do they use scientific, emotional, political or 
moral arguments and why do they do so? 
Who opposes the claim an d on what 
grounds? Do opponents stand to lose if the 
claim is successful and could that, rather 
than the evidence, explain their opposition? 
Such questions give sociologists a clearly 
defined role in the study of environmental 
issues, which no other discipline performs. 
They also add something new to our under
standing of environmental issues and prob
lems. 

Social constructionists remind us that all 
environme ntal problems are, in part, 
socially created or 'constructed' by groups 
of people. Nature never does 'speak for 
itself', but people do speak on its behalf. 
This process of construction can be exam
ined, understood and explained. And in 
doing so, the public should be in a better 
position to assess whether an environmen
tal problem really is as serious as the c1aims
makers say it is. 

For some sociologists though, construe
tionism is problematic, particularly when 
studying environmental issues. Social 
constructionism tend s to be 'agnostic' 
about the central problem at issue (lrwin 
2001). For example, a constructionist study 
of the depletion of the ozone layer would tell 
us a lot about how this problem came to be 
seen as important, what arguments were 
made about it and who opposed the claim. 
But on the central question - is the ozone 
layer rea lly becoming dangerously 
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depleted? - social constructionism remains 
agnostic. For environmental activists and 
those committed to solving environmental 
problems, this is just not helpful. In short, 
constructionism tells us a lot about people 
and social interactions, but nothing about 
society- environment relations. 

An alternative approach, known as 'envi
ronmental realism' (Bell 2004) or critical 
realism, attempts to approach environ
mental issues in a scientific way, which 
brings together evidence from across the 
social and natural sciences in order to 
understand better why environmental 
problems occur. Critical realism aims to get 
beneath the surface of the visible evidence 
to uncover the underlying causes of events 
and problems (Benton 1994; Dickens 1996, 
2004; Martell 1994). In contrast to the 
agnosticism of social constructionism 
towards the reality of environmental prob
lems, critical realists are prepared to accept 
and debate knowledge and evidence from 
the natural and environmental sciences in 
its explanations. 'Using your sociological 
imagination 5.1', on BSE in the UK, illus
trates some key points ofthis approach. 

Realist approaches such as that described 
above require the findings from a range of 
academic disciplines: biology, zoology, 
history, sociology, political science and 
more. Only in this way can we properly 
explain how and why BSE and vC) D posed 
such a problem in the 1980s and '90s. Like 
social constructionists, realists would agree 
that cows are social as well as natural crea
tures. Arguing a constructionist case, Alan 
lrwin says: 'The modern cow is the product 
of generations of human-controlled cattle
breeding, feeding and housing' (2001: 80). 
But unlike constructionists, realists search 
for causal explanations and are prepared to 
explore and debate the natural science of 
environmental issues in ways that social 
constructionists do not. Critical realism 
takes into account the objective reality of 
natural objects and environments, and this 
means rethinking our sociological theories 
and concepts with this in mind. 
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5.1 'Mad cow disease' in the UK 

In 1996. British government ministers admitted 
the possibility that at least 10 recent human 
deaths had been caused by a new variant of 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (vCJD) in humans, 
which may have developed as a result of 
people eating beef infected with Bovine 
Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) during the 
I 980s. This was a huge shock. Millions of 
people had eaten beef in this period and, at 
least theoreticall" could develop the disease. 
How had this happened? 

BSE is a fatal neurodegenerative disease of 
cattle. whose symptoms are similar to those of 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (ClD) in human 
beings. These symptoms include the loss of 
coordination, nervousness, loss of memory; 
and aggression (hence 'mad' cows) . From the 
experience of sheep farming, it was thought 
that BSE could not cross the species barrier 
into the human population. ClD is a 
recognized but very rare disease in human 
beings, but is unrelated to BSE. The UK. BSE 
Inquiry (1998-2000) identified the cause of 
BSE in cattle as a gene mutation in a single 
cow (named Cow 133). But the most widely 
accepted explanation for the spread of BSE is 
that cattle were being fed BSE-infected offal 
(Macnaghten and Urry 1998: 253-65). The 
Inquiry Report said that the problem was 'the 
recycling of animal protein in ruminant feed'. 

The Report also noted that the link between 
BSE and the human vClD, 'was now clearly 
established' . As of7 January 2008 , the National 

Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease Surveillance Unit in 
Edinburgh reports that 163 people have died from 
vClD. Meat-rendering practices were changed and 
new rules brought in to prevent a recurrence, but 
public confidence in science, politics, regulatory 
bodies and the meat industry was thoroughly 
shaken by the episode. 

On the face of it, this seems like an episode of a 
naturally occurring disease in animals, unrelated to 
social processes. However, the transmission and 
spread of BSE was the product of decisions taken 
within the animal feed production system. The 
previous scientific assumption that BSE would not 
cross the species barrier was shown to be wrong. 
BSE-infected beef did lead to vClD in humans. 
Treating cattle as commercial products and 
denying their herbivorous nature by feeding them 
dead cattle produced an unexpected outcome that 
no one had forecast. A critical realist approach 
would suggest that to understand this event 
properly (and therefore to put in place the right 
measures to prevent it from happening again), we 
need to know what kind of creatures cows are: what 
are their natural capacities? We also need to 
understand human beings to know why the disease 
had such devastating effects on people. What 
happens when infected foodstuff finds its way into 
the human body? We also need to know how the 
food production system operates and what political 
and economic decisions were made that allowed 
dead animals to be fed to others. And we need 
culturally specific knowledge - just why do so 
many people eat so much beef in the UK.? 

From this brief sketch of th ese two 
approaches, we can say that social con
structionism leads in the direction of a 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What advantages are there in 
sociologists taking an 'agnostic' stance 
to environmental problems? Why might 

this not be such a good idea? How 
would social constructionists 

investigate the BSE epidemic and its 
consequences, as outlined above? 

sociology of the environment that explores 
environmental issues from a conventional 
sociological position, using concepts and 
theories from within the discipline. By 
contrast, critical real ism leads towards an 
environmental sociology, which demands 
th e revision of ex is ting sociological 
approaches to take account of the complex 
intertwining of society and environment 
(Sutton 2007). However, as we will see 
during the chapter, many research studies 
in this field tend to veer between these two 
polarized alternatives. 
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Figure 5.1 European carbon emissions (grams of carbon per kilometre) by mode of 
transport, 2007 

Source: ATAG h11p://atag.org/flles/PR%20W N-17000ZA.pdf (Slide 6, accessed 18 January 2008) 

What are environmental 
issues? 

As we have seen, there are many different 
env ironm ental issues confronting the 
contemporary world. Some are local or 
regional in character, while others have an 
impact on the global human population. 
However, what they all share and what 
makes them specifically environmental 
issues is that they involve both social rela
tionships and interactions and non-human, 
natural phenomena. In this sense, they are 
hybrid issues of society and the environment 
(lrwin 2001: 26). Keep this point in mind 
when you read the rest of this section, which 
covers a range of environmental issues. 

Pollution and waste 

Air pollution 

Air pollution, caused by toxic emissions into 
the atmosphere, is thought to claim more 
than 2.7 million lives per year. It is possible 
to make a distinction between two types of 

air pollution: 'outdoor pollution', produced 
mainly by industrial pollutants and auto
mobile emissions, and 'indoor pollution', 
which is caused by burning fuels in the 
home for heating and cooking. Tradition
ally, air pollution has been seen as a prob
lem that amicts industrialized countries, 
with their greater numbers of factories and 
motorized vehicles. In recent years, 
however, attention has been drawn to the 
dangers of'indoor pollution' in the develop
ing world. It is suggested that more than 90 
per cent of deaths linked to air pollution 
occur in the developing world. This is 
because many of the fuels that are burned 
by people in developing countries, such as 
wood and dung, are not as clean as modern 
fuels such as kerosene and propane. 

Until the middle of the twentieth century, 
air pollution in many countries was caused 
primarily by the widespread burning of coal 
- a fossil fuel- which emits sulphur dioxide 
and thick black smoke into the atmosphere. 
In many Eastern European countries and 
the developing world, the practice remains 
widespread. Coal was used extensively to 
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heat homes and as power in factories. In 
1956, in an attempt to reduce smog, a Clean 
Air Act was passed in Britain to regulate 
emissions from chimneys. Smokeless types 
of fuels, such as kerosene, propane and 
natural gas, were promoted and are now 
widely used in the industrialized countries. 

Since the 1960s the main source of air 
pollution has been the growth in the use of 
motorized vehicles. Vehicle emissions are 
particularly harmful because they enter the 
atmosphere at a much lower level than 
emissions from chimneys. As figure 5.1 
shows, the range of emissions that are 
produced by different types of vehicle is 
quite large. Cars, which account for some 80 
per cent of travel in Europe, have a particu
larly harmful impact on the environment. A 
single occupancy car journey can cause the 
same weight of carbon emissions per kilo
metre travelled as along-haul flight. For this 
reason, attempts to reduce air pollution in 
many industrialized countries have focused 
on the use of low-emission travel alterna
tives such as passenger trains, high occu
pancy buses and the sharing of car journeys. 

Air pollution has been linked to a number 
of health problems among humans, includ
ing respiratory difficulties, cancers and lung 
disease. Although outdoor pollution has 
long been associated with industrialized 
countries, it is growing rapidly in the devel
oping world. As countries undergo rapid 
processes of industrialization, factory emis
sions increase and the number of vehicles 
on the roads also grows. In many developing 
countries, leaded petrol is still in use, 
although it has been phased out in much of 
the developed world . Levels of air pollution 
were particularly high in many areas of East -
ern Europe and the (former) Soviet Union, 
though economic restructuring and the 
collapse of industrial manufacturing in 
these areas has reduced this somewhat 
since the 1990s. 

Air pollution does not only affect the 
health of human and animal populations; it 
also has a damaging impact on other 
elements of the ecosystem. One harmful 

consequence of air pollution is acid rain, a 
phenomenon which occurs when sulphur 
and nitrogen oxide emissions in one coun
try drift across borders and produce acidic 
rainfalls in another. Acid rain is harmful to 
forests, crops and animal life, and leads to 
the acidification of lakes. Canada, Poland 
and the Nordic countries have been partic
ularly hard hit by acid rain. In Sweden, for 
example, 20,000 lakes out ofa total of90,000 
have been acidified. 

Like many environmental issues, acid 
rain is difficult to counteract because it is 
transnational in its origins and conse
quences. Much of the acid rain in eastern 
Canada, for example, has been shown as 
linked to industrial production in the state 
of New York, across the US-Canadian 
border. Other countries suffering from acid 
rain have similarly found that it is not 
within their control to tackle the problem, 
since its origins lie across national borders. 
In some instances, bilateral or regional 
agreements have been concluded in an 
attempt to reduce the severity of acid rain. 
Yet emissions remain high in some areas 
and are growing quickly in the developing 
world. 

Water pollution 

Throughout history, people have depended 
on water to fulfil a host of important needs
drinking, cooking, washing, irrigating 
crops, fishing and many other pursuits. 
Although water is one of the most valuable 
and essential natural resources, it has also 
suffered enormous abuse at the hands of 
human beings. For many years, waste prod
ucts - both human and manufactured -
were dumped directly into rivers and 
oceans with barely a second thought. Only 
in the past half century or so have concerted 
efforts been made in many countries to 
protect the quality of water, to preserve the 
fish and wildlife that depend on it, and 
ensure access to clean water for the human 
population. Regardless of these efforts, 
water pollution remains a serious problem 
in many parts of the world. 



Even in lush rainforest where water is abundant, urban settlements, factories and intensive 
farming practices can make getting access to clean water a difficult task. 

One of the 'Millennium Development 
Goals' set by the United Nations in 2000 is to 
'reduce by half the proportion of people 
without access to safe drinking water' by 
2015. Water pollution can be understood 
broadly to refer to the contamination of the 
water supply by elements such as toxic 
chemicals and minerals, pesticides or 
untreated sewage. It poses the greatest 
threat to people in the developing world. 
Currently, more than one billion people 
around the world lack access to safe drink
ing water and more than two billion lack 
sanitation. Sanitation systems re main 
underdeveloped in many of the world's 
poorest countries and human waste prod
ucts are often emptied directly into streams, 
rivers and lakes. The high levels of bacteria 
that result from untreated sewage lead to a 
variety of water-borne diseases, such as 
diarrhoea, dysentery and hepatitis. Some 

two billion cases of diarrhoea are caused 
annually by contaminated water; five 
million people die each year from diar
rhoeal diseases. 

Some progress is being made to improve 
access to the world's resources of water. 
During the 1990s, nearly one billion people 
gained access to safe water and the same 
number to sanitation, though ensuring safe 
water supplies remains a problem, particu
larly in some parts of Africa (UNDP 2002; 
see also figure 5.2). The problem may actu
ally be worsening as water supplies in devel
oping countries are privatised, raising the 
cost for customers, whilst the effects of 
global warming produce more regu lar 
droughts (see 'Global Society 5.1'). 

In industrialized countries. cases of water 
pollution are often caused by the overuse of 
fertilizers in agricultural areas. Over a period 
of years, nitrates ftom chemical pesticides 



Global Society 5.1 The privatization of water 

Western companies have the know-how - and 
the financial incentive - to supply water to poor 
nations. But, as Richard Wachman reports, their 
involvement is already provoking unrest . .. 

Water becomes the new oil as world runs dry 
The midday sun beats down on a phalanx of riot 
police facing tliousands of jeering demonstrators, 
angry at proposals to put up their water bills by 
more than a third. Moments later a uniformed 
officer astride a horse shouts an order and the 
police charge down the street to embark on a club
wielding melee that leaves dozens ofbloodied 
protesters with broken limbs. 

A film clip from the latest offering from Hollywood? 
Unfortunately not. It 's a description of a real-life event 
in Cochabamba, Bolivia's third largest city, where a 
subsidiary of Bechtel. the US engineering giant, took 
over the municipal water utility and increased bills to 
a level that the poorest could not afford. 

Welcome to a new world, where war and civil 
strife loom in the wake of chronic water shortages 
caused by rising population, drought (exacerbated 
by global warming) and increased demand from 
the newly affluent middle classes in the emerging 
economies of Asia and Latin America. At a City 
briefing by an international bank last week, a 
senior executive said: 'Today everyone is talking 
about global warming, but my prediction is that in 
two years water will move to the top of the 
geopolitical agenda: 

The question for countries as far apart as China 
and Argentina is whether to unleash market forces 
by allowing access to private European and 
American multinationals that have the technological 
know-how to help bring water to the masses -
but at a price that many may be unable, or 
unwilling, to pay. 

As Cochabamba illustrates, water is an 
explosive issue in developing countries, where 
people have traditionally received supplies for free 
from local wells and rivers. But in the past 15 years 
rapid industrialisation, especially in places such as 

China, has led to widespread pollution and 
degradation of the local environment. 

A report out today from accountancy giant 
Deloitte & Touche says humans seem to have a 
peculiar talent for making previously abundant 
resources scarce: 'This is especially the case with 
water' , it observes. According to the firm 's findings, 
more than one billion people will lack access to 
clean water by next year. Paul Lee, research director 
at Deloitte, and one of the authors of the report , says: 
'Demand for water is expected to be driven by 
economic growth and population increases. India's 
demand for water is expected to exceed supply by 
2020: 

The World Wildlife Fund has forecast that in the 
Himalayas, the retreat of glaciers could reduce 
summer water flows by up to two-thirds. In the 
Ganges area, this would cause a water shortage for 
500 million people. Lee says: 'The lack of the most 
important form of liquid in the world is therefore a 
fundamental issue and one that the technology 
sector can play a major role in addressing: 

But the crux of the problem remains: according 
to a report from Credit Suisse, annual world water 
use has risen sixfold during the past century, more 
than double the rate of population growth. By 2025, 
almost two-thirds of the global population will live 
in countries where water will be a scarce 
commodity. And that could lead to conflict, as 
United Nations secretary-general Ban Ki-moon 
warned last week. 

Asia looks vulnerable, with China planning to 
syphon off Tibet's water supply to make up for 
shortages in the parched north. Elsewhere, the 
Israel-Palestine conflict is at least partly about 
securing supplies from the River Jordan; similarly, 
water is a major feature of the strife in Sudan that 
has left Darfur devastated. When it comes to this 
most basic of commodities, the stakes could hardly 
be higher. 

Source: Richard Wachman, Observer, 9 December 
2007 

seep into the groundwater supply; nearly 25 
per cent of groundwater in Europe shows 
levels of contamination higher than that 
deemed permissible by the European Union 
(UNDP 1998). Some of the most polluted 

water can be found near form er industrial 
areas, where traces of mercury, lead and 
other metals have lodged in the sediments 
and continue slowly to emit poll utants into 
the water supply over a period of years. 



THINKING CRITICALLY 

List all the factors that are contributing 
to the lack of safe water in some 

developing countries. If privatizing 
water supplies leads to a higher cost, 
this should help to stop people from 

wasting water unnecessarily and 
therefore, indirectly, to water 
conservation. But why might 

privatization have very different 
consequences in developed and 

developing countries? 

The quality of rivers in most Western 
industrialized countries has been improv
ing in recent years. In Eastern Europe and 
the former Soviet Union, however, river 
pollution remains a very real concern. Four
fifths of the water samples taken from 200 
rivers in the former Soviet Union revealed 
levels of contamination that were danger
ouslyhigh. 

Solid waste 

Next time you visit a supermarket, toy store 
or fast-food restaurant, pay attention to the 
amount of packaging that accompanies the 
products you see there. There are few things 
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you can buy without packaging in our pres
ent age. Although there are clear benefits to 
packaging in terms of displaying goods 
attractively and guaranteeing the safety of 
products, there are enormous drawbacks as 
well. One of the clearest indicators of 
increasing consumption is the growing 
amount of domestic waste - what goes into 
our rubbish bins - being produced world
wide. Where the developing countries gener
ated 100- 330 kilograms of domestic solid 
waste per capita in the early 1990s, the figure 
was 414 kilograms for the European Union 
and 720 for North America (UNDP 1998). As 
figure 5.3 illustrates, waste generation is 
closely tied to the relative prosperity of coun
tries as consumption of goods increases; 
Poland, the Czech Republic and the Slovak 
Republic, countries that have only recently 
started to emulate the model of Western 
consumerism, generate less than half the 
waste per capita of the USA, Denmark and 
Australia. There have been increases in both 
the absolute amount of waste produced, and 
the amount produced per person, in a 
majority of countries around the world. 

The industrialized societies have been 
called 'throw-away societies' because the 

Figure 5.2 Percentage ofpopulallon with lack of access to safe water. by countr\( 2004 

Source: www.theglobaleducallonproject.org/earthlhuman-condillons.php (accessed 17 
January 2008) 
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Figure 5.3 Municipal waste generation in kilogram per capita, OECD countries, 2003 (or 
latest year available) 

Source: OECD 2007 

volume of items discarded as a matter of 
course is so large. In most countries of the 
industrialized world, waste collection serv
ices are almost universal, but it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to dispose of the enor
mous amounts of refuse. Landfill sites are 
quickly filling up, and many urban areas 
have run out of disposal room for domestic 
waste. In Scotland for example, around 90 
per cent of household waste goes into land
fill sites and the Scottish Environment 
Protection Agency reported that in 2006 
household waste was still growing at 2 per 
cent per annum. The international trade in 
waste has led to the export of recycling to 
China where waste is often sorted by hand 
in poorly regulated working environments 
that produce environmental degradation. 

The UK government set a target of recy
cling 40 per cent of municipal waste by 
2005. But in 2001- 2 just 12 per cent of 
household waste was recycled, compared 
with 7 per cent in 199&-7. During the same 
period , the amount of waste produced by 
each household in England increased by 17 

per cent (HMSO 2004). Table 5.1 shows how 
waste is managed in England. Although this 
amount of recycl ing may seem low 
compared to the overall amount of domes· 
tic waste that is produced, a large propor
tion of what is thrown away cannot be easily 
reprocessed or reused. Many kinds of plas· 
tics widely employed in food packaging 
simply become unusable waste; there is no 
way of recycling it, and it has to be buried in 
re fuse tips where it remains for centuries. 
Recycling is becoming a huge industry 
around the world; the formal global recy· 
cling industry currently employs around 1.5 
million people handling some 500 million 
tonnes of waste, generating an annual 
turnover of US$200 billion. However, there 
is still a long way to go to transform the 
world's 'throw-away societies'. 

In the developing world, the greatest 
problem with domestic waste at the present 
time is the lack of refuse collection services. 
It has been estimated that 20- 50 per cent of 
domestic waste in the developing world 
goes uncollected. Poorly managed waste 
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Management of municipal waste, England: by method 

199617 1998/9 200011 200112 

LandfIll 20.631 21.534 22.039 22.317 

Incineration with energy 1,446 2.117 2.391 2.459 
from waste 

Recycled/compostedi:l 1.750 2.525 3,446 3.907 

Otherb 761 160 182 140 

Total 24.588 26.337 28.057 28.823 

~ Includes household and non-household sources collected for recychng or for centralIzed compostll1g, home compostmg 
estlmates are not mcluded ill tlns total 

I> Includes mcmeration MthOU! energy from waste and refuse denved fuel manufacture Excludes any processmg pnor to 
landfillmg and materials sent to materials reclamation facilities (MRFs) 

Source' HMSO (2004) 

systems mean that refuse piles up in the 
streets. contributing to the spread of 
disease. With the passing of time, it is very 
likely that the developing world will face 
problems with waste disposal that are even 
more acute than the current situation in the 
industrialized countries. As societies 
become richer. there is a gradual shift from 
organic waste, such as food remains, to 
plastic and synthetic materials. like packag
ing, that take much longer to decompose. 

Resource depletion 

Human societies depend on very many 
resources from the natural world - for 
example, water, wood, fish, animals and 
plant life. These elements are often termed 
'renewable resources', because in a healthy 
ecosystem they replace themselves auto
matically with the passing of time. Yet if the 
consumption of renewable resources gets 
out of balance or is too extreme, there is a 
danger that they will be depleted altogether. 
Some evidence suggests that such a process 
may be occurring. The deterioration of 
renewable resources is of great concern to 
many environmentalists. 

Water 

You may not think of water as a depletable 
resource - after all, it constantly replenishes 

itself through rainfall. If you live in Europe 
or North America, you probably do not give 
much thought to your water supply at all, 
except occasionally when restrictions are 
put on its use in the summer months. Yet for 
people in many parts of the world, access to 
a constant water supply is a more chronic 
and severe problem. In some densely popu
lated regions, the high demand for water 
cannot be met by available water resources. 
In the arid climates of North Africa and the 
Middle East, for example, the pressure on 
water supply is acute and shortages have 
become commonplace. This trend is almost 
sure to intensify in the years to come. 

There are several reasons why this is so. 
The first is that much of the projected world 
population growth over the next quarter
century is likely to be concentrated in areas 
that are already experiencing problems with 
water shortages. Furthermore, much of this 
growth will occur in urban areas, where the 
infrastructure will struggle to accommodate 
the water and sanitation needs of this 
expanded population. 

Climate change also has a potential 
impact on the depletion of the water 
supply. As temperatures rise, more water 
will be needed for drinking and irrigation. 
Yet it is also likely that groundwater may not 
replenish itself as rapidly as before and that 
rates of evaporation may also increase. 



Recycling has become a huge industry worldwide; many people have built the recycling of 
domestic waste into their everyday routines. 

Finally, changes in climate patterns which 
may accompany global warming will be 
likely to affect existing patterns of precipi
tation, altering access to water supplies in 
ways that are quite unpredictable. 

Soil degradation and desertification 

According to the 1998 UN Human Develop
ment Report, a third of the world's popula
tion lives more or less directly from the land 
- on the food they can grow or gather, and 
the game they can catch. Because they are 
largely dependent on the earth, they are 
particularly vulnerable to changes affecting 
their ability to live off the land. In many 
areas of Asia and Africa that are experienc
ing rapid population growth, the problem of 
soil degradation threatens to impoverish 
millions of people. Soil degradation is the 
process by which the quality of the earth is 
worsened and its valuable natural elements 
are stripped away through over-use, 
drought or inadequate fertilization. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Is it possible that there is a finite level of 
basic resources on planet Earth, which 

may, in time, simply run out. or will 
there always be enough water, food and 

land to supply the global human 
population? If resources are finite, how 

can we best conserve them? If 
resources are not finite, why do some 
countries still not have access to safe 
water and adequate food supplies? 

The long-term effects of soil degradation 
are extremely severe and difficult to reverse. 
In areas where the soil has been degraded, 
agricultural productivity declines and there 
is less arable land available per head. It 
becomes difficult or impossible to keep cattle 
or other livestock because of a lack of fodder. 
In many instances, people are forced to 
migrate in search of more fertile land. Deser
tification refers to instances of intense land 



Global Society 5.2 Soil degradation and economic development in Africa 

Soil crisis is holding back African recovery 
The fertility of Africa's soil is being depleted at a 
rate that threatens to W1dermine the continent's 
attempts at eradicating hunger with sustainable 
agricultural development. 

A study has fOW1d three-quarters of Africa's 
farmland is plagued by severe soil degradation 
caused by wind and soil erosion and the loss of 
vital mineral nutrients. 

This degradation can partly explain why 
agricultural productivity in Africa has remained 
largely stagnant for 40 years while Asia's 
productivity has increased threefold, the authors 
claim. Julio Henao and Carlos Baanante of the non
profit International Centre for Soil Fertility and 
Agricultural Development in Muscle Shoals, 
Alabama, found bad farming practices have 
damaged soil health on the continent between 
1980 and 2004. 

Farmers in Africa have traditionally relied on 
clearing land to grow crops then leaving it fallow to 
regain some of its fertility 'But population pressure 
now forces farmers to grow crop after crop, 
"mimng" or depleting the soil of nutrients while 
giving nothing back', the report says. 

'With little access to fertilisers , the farmers are 
forced to bring less fertile soils on marginal land 
into production, at the expense of Africa's wildlife 
and forests: Mr Henao and Mr Baanante fOW1d that 
during 2002 to 2004 about 85 per cent of African 
farmland was haemorrhaging mineral nutrients at 
an annual rate greater than 30 kg per hectare , and 
40 per cent of farmland was losing nutrients at the 
higher rate of 60 kg per hectare a year. 

'The very resources on which African farmers 
and their families depend for welfare and survival 
are being undermined by soil degradation caused 
by nutrient mining and associated factors, such as 
deforestation, use of marginal lands and poor 
agricultural practices ', the report says. 

The worst-affected countries in terms of soil 
depletion are Guinea Bissau, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Angola, Rwanda, Burundi and 
Uganda. With a population growth of 3 per cent per 
year, the munber of malnourished people in sub
Saharan Africa has grown from about 88 million in 
1970 to more than 200 million by the end of the last 
century the report says. 

Source: Steve Connor, Independent, 31 March 2006 

degradation whi ch result in desert-like 
conditions over large areas. This phenome
non has already affected territory adding up 
to the size ofRussia and Indonesia combined, 
putting more than !l0 countries at risk. 

and the Caribbean (l osing 7.4 million 
hectares) and sub-Saharan Africa (losing 4. 1 
million hectares) . 

Although many types of fore s t are 
involved in the process of deforestation, the 
fate of tropical rainforests has attracted the 
greatest attention . Tro pical rainforests, 
which cover some 7 per cent of the earth's 
surface, are home to a great number of plant 
and animal species that contribute to the 
earth's biodiversity - the diversity of species 
of Ii fe forms. They are also home to many of 
the plants and oils from which medicines 
are developed. Tropical rainforests are 
currently shrinking at a rate of approxi
mately 1 per cent a year, and may well disap
pear altogether by the end of this century if 
current trends are not halted. In many areas 
of South America where tropical rainforests 
are most extensive, rainforests have been 
burned 10 make room for more land to graze 

Deforestation 

Forests are an essential element of the 
ecosystem: they help 10 regulate water 
supplies, release oxygen into the atmos
phere and prevent soil erosion . They also 
contribute to many people's livelihoods as 
sources of fuel, food, wood, oils, dyes, herbs 
and medicines. Yet despite their crucial 
importance, more than a third ofthe earth's 
original forests have now disappeared. 
Deforestation describes the destruction of 
fore sted land, usually through commercial 
logging. Deforestation claimed 15 million 
hectares of land in the 1980s, with the 
largest amounts occurring in Latin America 



Deforestation threatens significantly to reduce the diversity of life forms on the planet. 

cattle. In other areas of the world, such as 
West Africa and the South Pacific, the inter
national demand for exotic hardwoods has 
fuelled the destruction of rainforests. Trends 
in in creas ing consumption therefore 
encourage developing countries to export 
their natural commodities- a process which 
results in both environmental destruction 
and a loss of biodiversity. 

Deforestation has both human and envi
ronmental costs. [n terms of human costs, 
some poor communities which were previ
ously able to sustain or supplement their 
livelihoods through forests are no longer 
able to do so. Deforestation can further 
impoverish marginalized populations, 
which rarely share in the enormous 
revenues generated from the granting of 
logging rights and the sale of timber. The 
environmenta l costs of deforestation 
include soil erosion and floods: when they 
are intact, mountainous forests perform the 
important function of absorbing and recy
cling much of the water from rainfall. Once 

the forests are missing, rain cascades off the 
slopes, causing floods and then droughts. 

Genetic modification of food 

As wewiJI see in chapter 13, 'Global Inequal
ity', some 830 million people around the 
globe go hungry each day and, as we saw 
above, increasing soil degradation threatens 
to undermine economic development in 
Africa. The process of global warming may 
also contribute to increased desertification 
and poor harvests, all of which has led to 
fears that food shortages may become even 
more widespread. In some of the world 's 
most densely populated areas, people are 
highly dependent on staple food crops -
such as rice - whose stocks are dwindling. 
Many worry that present farming tech
niques will not be able to produce rice yields 
sufficient to support the growing popula
tion. As with many environmental chal
lenges, the threat of famine is not evenly 
distributed. The industrialized countries 



have extensive surpluses of grain. It is the 
poorer countries, where the population 
growth is projected to be greatest, that grain 
shortfalls are likely to be a chronic problem. 

Some scientists and politicians argue that 
the key to averting a potential food crisis 
may lie in recent advances in science and 
biotechnology. By manipulating the genetic 
composition of basic crops, such as rice, it is 
now possible to boost a plant's rate of 
photosynthesis and to produce bigger crop 
yields. This process is known as genetic 
modification; plants that are produced in 
such a way are called genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs). Genetic modification 
can be carried out for a variety of purposes 
not only to enhance the crop yield. Scien
tists have produced GMOs with higher than 
normal vitamin content, for example; other 
genetically modified crops are resistant to 
commonly used agricultural herbicides that 
are used to kill the weeds round them, as 
well as insects and fungal and viral pests. 
Food products that are made from, or 
contain traces of, GMOs are known as GM 
foods. 

GM crops are different from anything that 
has existed before, because they involve 
transplanting genes between different 
organisms. This is a much more radical inter
vention into nature than the older methods 
of cross-breeding that have been used for 
many years. GMOs are produced by tech
niques of gene splicing that can be used to 
transplant genes between animals as well as 
plants. For instance, in recent experiments 
human genes have been introduced into 
farm animals, such as pigs, with a view to 
eventually providing replacement parts for 
human transplants. Human genes have even 
been spliced into plants, although the GM 
crops that have been marketed so far do not 
involve this kind of radical bioengineering. 

Scientists claim that a GM strain of 
'super-rice' could boost rice yields by as 
much as 35 per cent. Another strain called 
'golden rice' - which contains added 
amounts of vitamin A - could reduce vita
min A deficiency in more than 120 million 

children worldwide. You might think that 
such advances in biotechnology would be 
welcomed enthusiastically by people 
around the world. But in fact, the issue of 
genetic modification has become one ofthe 
most controversial issues of our age. For 
many people, it highlights the fine line that 
exists between the benefits of technology 
and scientific innovation, on the one hand, 
and the risks of environmental destruction, 
on the other. 

Controversy over GM foods 

The saga of GM foods began only a few years 
ago when some of the world's leading chem
ical and agricultural firms decided that new 
knowledge about the workings of genes 
could transform the world's food supply. 
These companies had been making pesti
cides and herbicides, but wanted to move 
into what they saw as a major market for the 
future. The American firm Monsanto was 
the leader in developing much of the new 
technology. Monsanto bought up seed 
companies, sold off its chemical division 
and devoted much of its energies to bring
ing the new crops to the market. Led by its 
then Chief Executive Robert Shapiro, 
Monsanto launched a gigantic advertising 
campaign promoting the benefits of its GM 
crops to farmers and to consumers. The 
early responses were just as the company 
had confidently anticipated. By early 1999, 
55 per cent of the soya beans and 35 per cent 
of the maize produced in the United States 
contained genetic alterations. GM crops at 
that point were already growing on 35 
million hectares of land across the world -
an area one and a half times the size of 
Britain. In addition to North America, GM 
crops were also being widely grown in 
China. 

Monsanto's sales campaign stressed a 
number of positive virtues of GM foods. The 
company claimed that GM crops could help 
feed the world's poor and reduce the use of 
chemical pollutants, especially the chemi
cals used in pesticides and herbicides. It is 
claimed, for example, that GM potatoes 



Greenpeace has led some of the anti-GM protests in recent years, such as this attack on a field 
of genetically modified corn in Norfolk. 

need 40 per cent less chemical insecticide 
than would be required using traditional 
farming techniques. Biotechnology, accord
ing to Monsanto, will allow us to grow 
better-quality crops with higher yields, 
while at the same time sustaining and 
protecting the environment. 

Since GM crops are essentially quite new, 
no one can be certain about what their 
effects will be once they are introduced into 
the environment. Many ecological and 
consumer groups became concerned about 
the potential risks involved with the adop
tion of this largely untested technology. 
Concern about GM foods was especially 
widespread in Eu rop e (Take 2004). In 
Britain, hostility to the commercial growing 
of GM crops was stimulated by the findings 
of Or Arpad Pusztai, an internationally 
renowned geneticist working in a govern
ment laboratory in Scotland. In his research, 
Or Pusztai had tested potatoes which had a 
gene for a particular natural insecticide 

inserted - a protein known as lectin , 
extracted from a certain type of flower. The 
results indicated that rats which ate the GM 
potatoes experienced significant damage to 
their immune systems and reduced organ 
growth. Or Pusztai 's findings were criticized 
by other leading scientists and he was 
dismissed from his post at the government 
laboratory after speaking on television 
about his worries concerning GM foods. 

By this time, GM foods had become a 
front-page story in the news almost every 
day. Numerous TV and radio debates, chat 
shows and phone- ins were organized to 
discuss the issue. Many members of the 
British public registered their antagonism to 
GM crops; some even engaged in 'direct 
action', pulling GM crops out of the ground 
at official trial sites across the country. Simi 
lar responses occurred in a range of other 
European countries. These eventually 
spread back to the USA, where there had 
previously been little debate. In the UK, 
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seven out of the eight major supermarket 
chains changed their policy on GM foods. 
Five of them imposed a complete ban on 
GM ingredients in their own-brand prod
ucts, which is still in place, and all of them 
insisted on better labelling in their stores. 
Two large companies, Unilever and Nestle, 
announced that they would withdraw their 
acceptance of genetically modified 
foodstuffs. Some farmers in the USA who 
had been engaged in the large-scale cultiva
tion of GM crops changed back to conven
tional crop production. One survey in 2003 
showed that 59 per cent of the UK popula
tion strongly agreed that genetically modi
fied foods should be banned (HMSO 2005). 

The protests of environmentalists and 
consumer groups had a major impact on the 
fate of Mansanto, and caused a serious 
decline in its share value. Robert Shapiro 
appeared on television to admit that his 
company had made major mistakes: 'We 
have probably irritated and antagonized 
more people than we have persuaded', he 
said. 'Our confidence in this technology and 
our enthusiasm for it has, I think, been 
widely seen - and understandably so - as 
condescension or indeed arrogance: It was 
an extraordinary turnaround from the 

world-beating confidence with which he 
had spoken only a few months before. 
Monsanto was forced to drop altogether one 
of its most controversial plans - the idea of 
using a gene called 'the terminator'. This 
gene would have ensured that seeds which 
Monsanto sold to farmers would be sterile 
after one generation. The farmers would 
have had to order seeds each year from the 
company. Critics of Monsanto claimed that 
the company was trying to lure farmers into 
a form of 'bioslavery', and the issue high
lights again the inequalities of power 
between those companies looking to take 
advantage of globalization processes and 
those at their sharp end. 

GM food continues to generate contro 
versy in Europe and large parts of Africa. 
The European Union refused patents of new 
GM crops between 1998 and 2004. The 
complete moratorium was raised in 2004 
when imports of a further GM maize crop 
were approved, and a scheme was intro
duced to label foods containing GM prod
ucts. However, the EU's actions were too 
slow for the big GM producers, particularly 
in the United States, who filed a complaint 
with the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 
2003 against the EU's failure to authorize the 



commercialization of GM crops, claiming 
that the European position had no scientific 
basis and broke free trade laws. In 2006 the 
WIO ruled that a series of European coun
tries, including Austria, Germany, Greece, 
France and Luxembourg, had broken inter
national trade rules by imposing bans on 
the marketing and growing of GM foods. 
However, it is hard to imagine that Euro
pean consumers, who have consistently 
refused to buy GM foods, will suddenly drop 
their opposition based purely on such a 
ruling. 

In Nrica, GM food aid has also run into 
trouble. In 2002, Zambia refused to accept 
American food-aid donations of corn and 
soya because much of it was genetically 
modified and reduced the genetic diversity 
which was essential for long-term sustain
able agriculture. Zambia's president, Levy 
Mwanawasa, called the imports 'poison'. By 
2004 Zambia had been joined by Zimbabwe, 
Malawi, Mozambique, Lesotho and Angola 
in refusing genetically modified food aid. 

Evaluating the risks a/GM/aads 

The issue of GM crops highlights the point 
we noted at the start of the chapter, namely 
that environmental issues always involve 
complex combinations of the natural and 
the social and it is not realistic to expect 
them to be easily separated. Despite the 
assertions ofthe GM producers, no one can 
say with certainty that genetically modified 
crops are risk-free. The genetic code is 
highly complicated - adding new genes into 
plants or organisms could produce as yet 
un predicted diseases or other harmful 
consequences. Because the technology is so 
unknown, new findings and discoveries are 
being uncovered with startling frequency. In 
May 2000, the British government admitted 
that thousands of acres of conventional 
oilseed rape that had been planted by farm
ers had in fact been 'contaminated' as GM 
crops pollinated those nearby. German 
research published just weeks later claimed 
that a gene commonly used to modify 
oil seed rape had jumped the species barrier 

into the guts of bees. In the short period 
between these two startling revelations, 
Monsanto itself acknowledged that its 
modified soybeans - the GMO that has been 
cultivated most extensively for commercial 
purposes - contain unexpected gene frag
ments that had previously gone undetected. 

Such findings reinforce what many envi
ronmental activists have been warning for 
some time. Although genetic modification 
may have enormous potential benefits, the 
risks involved are unpredictable and difficult 
to calculate. Once released into the environ
ment, GMOs may set off a string of knock-on 
effects that will be difficult to monitor and 
control. In the face of this dilemma, many 
environmentalists favour what is often 
termed the precautionary principle. This 
principle proposes that where there is 
sufficient doubt about the possible risks of 
new departures, it is betterto stick to existing 
practices than to change them. 

Despite the concerns of environmental
ists, the amount of land given over to grow
ing GM crops has continued to increase, 
particularly in the developing world, where 
the environmental movement is not as 
strongly established and laws restricting the 
growth of GM crops are generally less strict 
(see figure 5.5). 

Assessing the debate about GM foods, 
Matsuura (2004) argues that in the early days 
the biotechnology industry made two 
mistakes: first it tried to ignore public 
concerns and then it attempted to address 

THINIIING CRITICALLY 

In what ways can the GM crops/food 
issue be seen as a specifically 

environmental issue? What makes it so? 
How realistic is the 'precautionary 

principle' - that we should always err 
on the side of caution and not go ahead 
with any new technologies that have not 

been exhaustively tested? What real
world examples of unproven 

technologies are there which may call 
this idea into question? 
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Source: Brookes and Barfoot 2005 

them through purely rational arguments. 
Later in this chapter. we will look at a broader 
approach to the concept of risk, taken by the 
German sociologist Ulrich Beck. 

Global warming 

Based on average global temperature, 1998 
and 2005 were the two warmest years on 
record since reliable measurements began 
in the late nineteenth century. Many scien· 
tists have argued that this is a good example 
of how global warming is now affecting the 
Earth's climate. The effects of very hot 
weather can be catastrophic. The Earth 
Policy Institute, an environmental think· 
tank, has estinnated that a heat wave in 2003 
killed more than 35,000 people in Europe, 
with France suffering the worst losses. It was 
estimated that 14,802 people died from 
causes attributable to the high tempera
tures - with older people being particularly 
affected (New Scientist, 10 October 2003). 

Scientists have recently estimated that 
global warming kills about 160,000 people 
every year, with children in developing 
countries being most at risk. It has also been 
estimated that the numbers dying from the 
'side-effects' of climate change, such as 

US 
55% 
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malaria and malnutrition, could almost 
double by 2020 (New Scientist, 1 October 
2003). 

The environmental issue of global warm
ing - a form of climate change - is the clear
est example of a genUinely global environ
mental problem. Its effects will have an 
impact on every society on the planet, albeit 
to varying degrees. To understand it we have 
to see 'the environment' in its widest sense 
planet Earth as a whole - as the atmosphere 
shrouds the entire planet rather than one 
region. The problem of global warming 
cannot be understood without modern 
science; sociologists need to engage with 
debates on the science of climate change if 
they want to say anything useful about the 
social causes and consequences of global 
warming. Our own experience of the envi
ronment will change as the climate itself 
becomes a political issue, as happened after 
New Orleans in the USA was flooded in 
2005, when journalists and commentators 
blamed the US government for not doing 
enough to tackle climate change. 

Global warming also makes us aware of a 
type of'pollution' (excessive CO,) that few of 
us ever knew existed. One consequence of 
this knowledge is that it has speeded up the 
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Figure 5.6 The greenhouse effect 

Some of the infrared radiation passes 
through the atmosphere, and some is 
absorbed and re-emitted in alt directions 
by greenhouse gas molecules. The effect 
of this is to warm the earth's surface 
and the lower atmosphere 

Source: USA Environmental Protection Agency, 
www.epa.gov/climatechange/science/index.htrnl (accessed 18 January 2008) 

globalization of environmental politics, 
helping to define 'nature' in planetary 
terms. Finally, tackling global warming is 
the foundation for any sustainable future 
for the human species and it is widely recog
nized as the most significant long-term 
environmental problem. There is an 
increasingly strong argument which 
suggests that this issue has to be tackled as 
an urgent priority if other sustainability 
projects are to have any chance. Clearly, we 
need to understand what global warming is 
and why it is happening. 

What is global warming? 

Global warming is regarded by many 
people to be the most serious 
environmental challenge of our time. If 
scientific forecasts are correct, then it has 

the potential to alter irreversibly the func 
tioning of the earth's climate and to produce 
a series of devastating environmental 
consequences which will be felt worldwide. 
Global warming refers to the gradual rise in 
the earth's average temperature due to 
changes in the chemical composition of the 
atmosphere. The current scientific consen
sus is that this is caused in large part by 
humans, because the gases that have built 
up and altered the earth's atmosphere are 
ones that are produced in great quantities 
by human activities. 

The process of global warming is closely 
related to the idea of the greenhouse effect 
- the build-up of heat-trapping greenhouse 
gases within the earth's atmosphere. The 
principle is a simple one. Energy from the 
sun passes through the atmosphere and 
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Global Society 5.3 What are greenhouse gases? 

Some greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide 
occur naturally and are emitted to the atmosphere 
tlunugh natural processes and human activities. 
Other greenhouse gases (e.g., fluorinated gases) 
are created and emitted solely through human 
activities. The prmcipal greenhouse gases that 
enter the atmosphere because of human activities 
are: 

the decay of organic waste in municipal solid 
waste landfills. 
Nitrous OXIde (N20): Nitrous oxide is emitted 
during agricultural and industrial activities, as 
well as during combustion of fossil fuels and 
solid waste 

Carbon dioxlde (CO,): Carbon dioxide enters 
the atmosphere through the burning of fossil 
fuels (oil, natural gas, and coal), solid waste, 
trees and wood products, and also as a result of 
other chemical reactions (e.g., manufacture of 
cement). Carbon dioxide is also removed from 
the atmosphere (or 'sequestered') when it is 
absorbed by plants as part of the biological 
carbon cycle. 

Fluorinated gases: Hydrofluorocarbons, 
perfluorocarbons and sulfur hexafluoride are 
synthetic, powerful greenhouse gases that are 
emitted from a variety of industrial processes. 
fluorinated gases are sometimes used as 
substitutes for ozone-depleting substances 
(i.e., CfCs, HCfCs and halons). These gases 
are typically emitted in smaller quantities, but 
because they are potent greenhouse gases, 
they are sometimes referred to as High 
Global Warming Potential gases ('High GWP 
gases'). 

Methane (CH, ) : Methane is emitted during the 
production and transport of coal, natural gas, 
and oil. Methane emissions also result from 
livestock and other agricultural practices and by 

Source: Environmental Protection Agency (EPA): 
www.epa.goviclimatechangeiemissionsiindex.html 
#ggo 

heats the earth's surface, Although most of 
the solar radiation is absorbed directly by 
the Earth, some of it is reflected back. The 
greenhouse gases act as a barrier to this 
outgoing energy, trapping heat within the 
Earth's atmosphere much like the glass 
panels ofa greenhouse (see figure 5.6). This 
natural greenhouse effect is what keeps the 
Earth at a reasonably comfortable surface 
temperature - at about 15.5 degrees Celsius. 
If it were not for the role of greenhouse gases 
in retaining heat, the Earth would be a much 
colder place, with an average temperature 
of - 17 degrees Celsius. 

When concentrations of atmospheri c 
greenhouse gases rise, the greenhouse 
effect is intensified and much warmer 
temperatures are produced. Since the start 
of industrialization, the concentration of 
greenhouse gases has risen Significantly. 
Concentrations of carbon dioxide - the 
main greenhouse gas - have increased by 
around 30 per cent since 1880, continuing 

to rise steeply from the 1980s. Methane 
concentrations have also doubled, nitrous 
oxide concentrations are up by about 15 
per cent and other greenhouse gases that 
do not occur naturally have been generated 
by industrial develop ment (see 'Global 
Society 5.3'). Most scientists now agree that 
the large increase in carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere can be attributed to the burn
ing of fossil fuels and other human activi
ties, such as industrial production, large
scale agriculture, deforestation, mining, 
landfills and vehicle emissions. The Inter
governmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC 2007) reports that on the basis of 
analysis comparing actual obse rvations 
with a model forecast based only on natu
ral climate changes and second model 
based on natural changes plus anthro
pogenic (human-created) climate changes, 
it is very likely that the increase in observed 
temperatures during the twentieth century 
is due to increasing anthropogenic green-
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Figure 5.7 Global trends in major greenhouse gases, 1978-2006 
Source: Hofman 2007 

house gas emissions (see figure 5.7) . This is 
a stronger conclusion than that arrived at 
just six years earlier. 

Figure 5.8 shows the upward trend in 
surface temperatures since (he late nine
teenth century, charting them against the 
average temperature in the period 1961 - 90 in 
central England and globally. The IPCC notes 
that 11 of the 12 years 1995-2006 are among 
the 12 warmest years on record since 1850. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

How convincing are the arguments for 
and evidence of an anthropogenic 

cause of global warming? Given the 
enormity of this environmental 

problem, what might be the social 
psychological responses of individuals 

faced with knowledge of it? How has 
knowledge of global wanning affected 

you personally? 
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The potential consequences of global 
warming 

The consequences of global warming are 
likely to be devastating, with some of the 
potentially harmful effects worldwide 
including: 

1 Rising sea levels. Global warming may 
cause the polar ice caps to melt and the 
oceans to warm and expand. As glaciers 
and other forms of land ice melt, sea 

levels will rise. Cities that are near the 
coasts or in low-lying areas will be 
flooded and become uninhabitable. If 
sea levels were to rise by one metre, 
Bangladesh would lose 17 per cent of its 
total land area, Egypt would lose 12 per 
cent and the Netherlands would lose 6 
per cent (UNDP 1998). The Indian 
Ocean tsunami, which we discussed at 
the beginning of this chapter, would 
have caused considerably more devasta
tion if sea levels had already been higher. 
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2 Desertification. Global warming may 
contribute to large tracts of fertile land 
becoming desert. Sub· Saharan Africa, 
the Middle East and South Asia will be 
further affected by desertification and 
intense soil erosion. 

3 The spread of disease, Global warming 
may extend the geographical range and 
the seasonality for organisms, such as 
mosquitoes, which spread diseases like 
malaria and yellow fever. If tempera· 
tures were to rise by 3- 5 degrees Celsius, 
the number of malaria cases could 
increase by 50- 80 million per year. 

4 Poor harvests, Agricultural yields may 
raU in many of the poorest areas of the 
world if global warming progresses. 
Populations in Southeast Asia, Africa 
and Latin America would be likely to be 
most affected, 

5 Changing climate patterns. Climate 
patterns that have been relatively stable 
for thousands of years may undergo rapid 

disruptions because of global warming. 
Forty·six million people currently live in 
areas that could be destroyed by sea 
storms, while many others may suffer 
from floods and hurricanes. 

6 Geopolitical instability, A re port 
published for the US Department of 
Defense warned that, at their most 
abrupt, the effects of climate change 

2002 



Low-lying areas are ever more susceptible to flooding as a result of global climate change, though the effects 
on the lives of people in these regions will vary tremendously The picture on the left shows emergency 
supplies of food and medicines being delivered to a community in Bangladesh. The picture on the right 
shows RSPCA officers in England rescuing stranded pets. 

discussed above could lead to disputes 
or even wars between nations as they 
attempt to protect their increasingly 
limited agricultural, fresh water and 
energy resources. The report cautions 
that mass migration could occur as 
people attempt to move to those regions 
which posseses the resources to adapt to 
climate change (Schwartz and Randall 
2003) . 

Some trends associated with global 
warming seem to be moving much faster 
than scientists originally predicted. In 
December 1999, for example, a study by 
satellite showed that the Arctic ice cap is 
shrinking much more rapidly than scien
tists previously thought - a process that 
could have dramatic effects on the world 
climate in coming years. Similarly, in early 

2002 two huge ice shelves - Larsen Band 
Thwaites glacier tongue - collapsed in 
Antarctica, shattering into thousands of 
icebergs within days, It is possible that the 
reduction in ice is the result of natural 
changes, but whatever its origins, the ice 
seems to be melting at an extraordinary 
pace. Measurements show that the North 
Pole sea ice has thinned by 40 per cent in 
recent decades in the summer and autumn, 
and has decreased by 10-15 per cent since 
the 1950s in the spring and summer. Global 
snow cover has shrunk by 10 per cent since 
the 1960s, and mountain glaCiers have 
sharply retreated. 

Responses to the risks of global 
warming 

For a long time the thesis and scientific 
evidence of global warming was disputed. 



Some scientists doubted whether the 
claimed effects were real, while others held 
that changes in the world's climate could be 
the result of natural trends, rather than the 
outcome of human intervention. However, 
there is now a strong consensus behind the 
view that global warming is indeed occur
ring and that anthropogenic factors are the 
main contributor. A 2007 IPCC report states 
that the average surface temperature of the 
Earth rose by some 0.74 degrees Celsius 
between 1906 and 2005. But the report also 
warns that the warming trend between 1955 
and 2005 (0.13 degrees Celsius per decade) 
is almost double that for the 100 years 
between 1906 and 2005 OPCC 2007). Global 
warming, it seems, is gathering pace. But 
where should our efforts be concentrated 
and which countries need to take the lead in 
reducing their emissions? 

As figure 5.10 shows, emissions of carbon 
dioxide in five of the six largest CO, emitting 
countries continued to increase between 
1990 and 2003, in spite of all of the debates 
and political promises made by govern
ments. However, when we take population 
size into account and look at emissions per 
capita, the picture looks rather different. 
China and India currently produce much 
less CO, per capita than the USA, Europe, 
the Russian Federation and Japan (see figure 
5.1I), which shows why some developing 
countries see their own 'survival' emissions 
as far less damaging than the 'luxury' emis
sions of the already rich countries. Clearly, a 
coordinated global approach to cutting 
greenhouse gas emissions is made more 
difficult in the context of such uneven 
economic development at the national level, 
which produces as much disagreement as 
agreement on how to tackle the problem. 

The industrial countries currently 
produce far more greenhouse gases than the 
developing world, with the United States 
emitting more carbon dioxide than any 
other single country, both absolutely and 
per capita. However, emissions from the 
developing world are increasing rapidly, 
particularly in countries that are undergoing 

rapid industrialization, and are expected to 
be roughiy equal to those of industrialized 
countries some time around 2035. 

The United Nations Framework Conven
tion on Climate Change was created in 1997 
in Kyoto, Japan, where agreement was 
reached to cut greenhouse gas emissions 
significantly by 2010 in order to stabilize the 
situation at levels that do not pose a threat 
to the global climate. This is a very ambi
tious aim, which some critics have argued is 
not realistic. 

Under the terms of the protocol, industri
alized nations committed themselves to a 
range of targets to reduce emissions to below 
1990 levels - the base year - by 2010. World 
targets range from an average 8 per cent cut 
for most of Europe to a maximum 10 per cent 
increase for Iceland and an 8 per cent 
increase for Australia. (The USA originally 
committed itself to a 7 per cent cut, but has 
never ratified the protocoL) Many scientists 
claim that this target was too modest, and 
argue that emissions must be cut by as much 
as 70 or 80 per cent if serious climatic conse
quences are to be avoided. Whatever govern
ments do to cut emissions, it will be some 
time before the effects of global warming are 
altered as it takes more than a century for 
carbon dioxide to be removed from the 
atmosphere through natural processes. 

In 2001, the US President, George W. Bush, 
refused to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, arguing 
that it would damage the US economy. After 
some debate, most other nations agreed to go 
ahead without the United States, in spite of it 
being the world's largest producer of green
house gases. Later the same year, talks in 
Bonn, Germany and Marrakech, Morocco 
finally agreed the increasingly complicated 
fine print of the protocol and signatory 
nations were urged to ratify the deal in their 
national legislatures by the end of 2002. In 
recent years, several of the largest producers 
of greenhouse gases have successfully cut 
emissions, including the UK, Germany, China 
and Russia - although Russia's cuts can largely 
be explained by the decline in its economy. 

At the beginning of 2008, 174 countries 
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In 2003, 22 per cent of total world emissions originated in the United States, 
followed by China, with 16 per cent. Despite the substantial drop during the 
19905, the Russian Federation is the fourth largest emitter, followed closely 
by India and Japan. 
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Figure 5.10 The six largest emitters of carbon dioxide, 1990 and 2003 

Source: World Bank, The Utile Green Data Book, 2007. © 2007 by World Bank. Reprinted with 
permission of World Bank in the format Textbook via Copyright Clearance Center. 

Global representation for the top six carbon dioxide emitters is very different 
once population is taken into account. 
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Figure 5.11 The six largest emitters of carbon dioxide per capita, 1990 and 2003 

Source .' World Bank, The UWe Green Data Book, 2007. © 2007 by World Bank. Reprinted with 
permission of World Bank in the format Textbook via Copyright Clearance Center. 



had ratified the Kyoto Protocol: 37 devel
oped countries and 137 developing coun
tries. Australia, which had previously 
refused to take part, finaUy did so in Decem
ber 2007 under the newly elected Labour 
Federal government. However, it is clear 
that tackling global warming will be very 
difficult if the country with the highest 
national emissions levels - the USA -
continues to opt out of international 
attempts to cap greenhouse gas emissions. 

The Kyoto Protocol was and is controver
sial and one important issue has been the 
decision to push for emissions cutbacks in 
the developed countries, while developing 
countries are only asked to monitor and 
report their emissions. This is an acknowl
edgement that the latter have some 'catch
ing up' to do in terms of economic develop
ment, which would be severely hampered 
by an emissions cap or reduction. In the 
longer term, though, all countries will have 
to control and reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

The Kyoto Protocol took 1990 greenhouse 
emission levels as its starting point. But this 
was seen by many in the developing world 
as favouring the industrialized countries, as 
it fails to take into account their 'historical 
responsibility' for the problem of global 
warming and, hence, avoids attributing 
blame. It is also unclear exactly when devel
oping countries will be asked to reduce their 
emissions, or by how much. Will it aUow for 
their inevitably higher emission levels as 
economic development catches up with the 
industrialized world? If it does not, then it 
may be seen as unfair and unworkable 
(Najam et al. 2003). At the time of writing, a 
successor to Kyoto has been formally 
approved by the G8+5 countries (the G8 
countries plus China, India, Brazil, Mexico 
and South Africa) in the so-caUed, 'Washing
ton Declaration' of 2007. This will see the 
introduction of a global 'cap and trade' 
system (involving all countries) in which 
emissions caps will be introduced alongside 
an emissions trading system (focused on 
carbon trading) that forces polluters to pay. 

The system works by rewarding those coun
tries that reduce emissions (and sell credits) 
and penalizing those which do not (and are 
forced to pay for carbon credits). However, 
the overall effect of the cap and trade system 
is to push all countries towards lowering 
their emissions. 

As with many new forms of manufac
tured risk, no one can be sure what the 
effects of global warming will be. Its causes 
are so diffuse and its precise consequences 
are difficult to calculate. Would a 'high' 
emissions scenario truly result in wide
spread natural disasters? Will stabilizing 
the level of carbon dioxide emissions 
protect most people in the world from the 
negative effects of climate changes? Is it 
possible that current processes of global 
warming have already triggered a series of 
further climatic disturbances? We cannot 
answer these questions with any certainty. 
The Earth's climate is extremely complex 
and a variety of factors will interact to 
produce different consequences in indi
vidual countries at varying points across 
the earth. 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

'The industrialized countries are 
responsible for producing global 

warming and their populations should 
be prepared to accept a lower material 
standard of living in order drastically to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions.' 
What arguments could be advanced to 
persuade people in the industrialized 

world to accept a lower material 
standard of living? Would they be likely 

to accept such a solution? 

Sociological theories and 
ecological sustainability 

Natural scientists have been at the forefront 
of debates on environmental issues. As the 
examples of pollution, resource depletion, 
genetic modification and global warming 



above show, environmental issues are differ
ent from many other sociological subjects, 
because they usually involve getting to grips 
with natural scientific re sea rch and 
evidence. However, the hybrid character of 
environmental issues means that natural 
scientists can never have a monopoly on 
them. Our brief introduction to the problem 
of global warming is the most striking exam
ple of this. The IPCC scientists acknowledge 
that twentieth-century global warming has 
largely been the product of hum an activities 
- industrialization, urbanization and global
ization processes for example - and the 
experts in these areas are sociologists and 
other social scientists. If environmental 
problems are to be successfully understood, 
then social and natural scientists will have to 
try to understand each other rather better 
than they have done so far. This must surely 
be a pos itive challenge for the whole 
academic community. 

The rest of this section will explore some 
of the main sociological theories linking 
social development with environmental 
damage, along with some of the major 
approaches to solving global environmental 
problems. 

Consumerism and environmental 
damage 

One important issue surrounding the envi
ronment and economic development is that 
of consumption patterns. Consumption 
refers to the goods, services, energy and 
resources that are used up by people, in sti
tutions and societies. It is a phenomenon 
with both positive and negative dimen
sions. On the one hand, rising levels of 
consumption around the world mean that 
people are living under better conditions 
than in times past. Consumption is linked to 
economic development - as living stan
dards rise, people are able to afford more 
food, clothing, personal items, leisure time, 
holidays, cars and so forth. On the other 
hand, consumption can have negative 
impacts as well. Consumption patterns can 
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damage the environmental resource base 
and exacerbate patterns of inequality. 

The trends in world consumption over the 
course of the twentieth century are startling 
to observe. In 1900, world consumption 
levels were just over 1.5 trillion dollars 
(UNDP 1998); by the end of the century, 
private and public consumption expendi
tures amounted to around 24 trillion dollars 
- twice the level of 1975 and six times that of 
1950. Consumption rates have been growing 
extremely rapidly over the past 30 years or so. 
In industrialized countries, consumption per 
head has been growing at a rate of 2.3 per 
cent annually; in East Asia growth has been 
even faster - 6.1 per ce nt annually. By 
contrast, the average African household 
consumes 20 per cent less today than it did 
30 years ago. There is widespread concern 
that the consumption explosion has passed 
by the poorest fifth of the world's population . 

The in e qualiti es in consumption 
between the world's rich and poor are signif
icant. North America and Western Europe 
contain only around 12 per cent of the 
world's population, but their private 
consumption - the amount spent on goods 
and services at the household level - is over 
60 per cent of the world's total. In contrast, 
the world's poorest region - sub-Saharan 
Africa, which contains around 11 per cent of 
the total global population - has just a 1.2 
per cent share of the world's total private 
consumption. 

It has been argued that industrial capital
ism sets societies on a 'treadmill of produc
tion' leading to environmental damage, 
using up natural resources at a rapid rate 
and generating high levels of pollution and 
waste (Schnaiberg 1980). However, in the 
twenti e th centur y it was modern 
consumerism which kept that treadmill 
running faster in this direction (Bell 2004). 
Co nsumption is something that human 
beings have to engage in to survive, but 
mod ern forms of consumption are very 
different from earlier form s. 

Mass production must also be accompa
nied by large -sca le cons umption. The 
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products of industry have to be bought and 
consumed, though producing and consum
ing may well be acted out in geographically 
distant locations. Products are made wher
ever it is cheapest to do so and consumed 
wherever the best price can be gained. In the 
past 60 years or so, this has led to industrial 
production moving to developing countries. 
The rapid transformation of the newly indus
trializing countries (NICs) such as Hong 
Kong, South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan in 
the 1970s and recent industrial development 
in India, China and Malaysia testify to this, 
which is part ofthe globalization process. 

Sociologists of consumerism have argued 
that it is also a way of thinking, a mentality 
or even an ideology (Corrigan 1997). We can 
understand this aspect if we ask, 'Why do 
people continually consume and want to 
consume?' Perhaps it is simply because 
consumer goods have 'use-value' for 
people; they help to save them time and 
effort. But luxury items fit this explanation 
less well. They show another side to modern 
consumerism; its role in the social status 
competition within society (see chapter 7, 
'Social Interaction and Everyday Life') . 
Differentiated mass consumption allows for 
complex, fine-grained distinctions to be 
made according to the styles and fashions of 
the day. People may be prepared to pay a 
premium for the latest fashions because 
these products allow them to say something 
about themselves, to communicate their 
status or their aspirations in highly visible 
ways to others. Even products with a clear 
use-value, such as clothes, are also fashion
able items that are discarded and replaced 
before their 'use-value' has expired. Large 
amounts of such fashion-fuelled waste 
increases pressure on the environment. 

Over time, consumer products become 
embedded in the routines of everyday life 
and are taken for granted. When this 
happens, it becomes difficult to perceive 
alternatives to their use. A good example of 
this is the modern motor vehicle, particu
larly the car. Many households have one, 
two or more cars, and people use them even 

for a short trip to the shops or to visit friends 
and relatives who may live quite close by. 
But large-scale car-ownership and use 
generates large amounts of pollution and 
waste in both the production and consump
tion of cars. Why has it proved so difficult to 
reduce our use ofthe car? 

A survey of attitudes to car-ownership 
found a range of types of consumer 
amongst visitors to National Trust proper
ties in north-west England (Anable 2005). 

1 Malcontented Motorists form the largest 
group. These drivers are unhappy with 
many aspects of their car use, but feel 
that public transport has too many 
constraints to be viable as a genuine 
alternative, and so they do not switch. 

2 Complacent Car Addicts accept that 
there are alternatives to using the car, 
but do not fe el any pressing moral 
imperative to changing their pattern of 
use. 

3 Aspiring Environmentalists have already 
reduced their car usage, but feel the car 
has advantages that force them not to 
give it up altogether. 

4 Die-hard Drivers feel they have a right to 
drive, enjoy driving and tend to have 
negative feelings towards other modes 
of transportation, such as buses and 
trains. 

5 Car-less Crusaders have given up their 
cars for environmental reasons and see 
alternative modes of travel positively as 
a result. 

6 Reluctant Riders do use public transport 
but would prefer to use the car; however, 
for a variety of reasons, such as health 
problems, they cannot do this, but will 
accept lifts from others. 

The study shows that blanket appeals to 
people's emerging environmen tal aware
ness are likely to fail. Instead, 'the segmen
tation approach illustrates that policy inter
ventions need to be responsive to the 
different motivations and constraints of the 
sub-groups' (Anable 2005: 77). 



THINKING CRITICALLY 

Looking at the typology of transport 
users above, which category best 

describes you? Think of an appropriate 
environmental policy aimed at each 
consumer type that stands the best 

chance of generating pro
environmental behaviour in that 

specific group. Are there any universal 
environmental policies that might have 

the desired effect on all the groups? 

Another element of modern consumer
ism is its pleasurable aspect. But why is it 
pleasurable? Some sociologists have argued 
that the pleasure of consumerism does not 
lie in the use of products but in the anticipa
tion of purchasing them. Colin Campbell 
(1992) argues that this is the most pleasura
ble part of the process; the wanting, the 
longing after, the seeking out and desiring of 
products, not the use of them. It is a'roman
tic ethic' of consumption based on desire 
and longing. Marketing of products and 
services draws on this anticipatory 
consumerism 'in seductive ways to create 
and intensify people's desires. That is why we 
keep going back for more and are never truly 
satisfied. From an environmental perspec
tive, the 'romantic ethic' ;of consumerism is 
disastrous. We constantly demand new 
products and more of them. That means 
more production, so the cycle of mass 
production and mass consumption contin
ues to churn out pollution and wastes natu
ral resources. At the input side of produc
tion, natural resources are used up in 
enormous quantities, and at the output end 
in consumption, people throwaway useful 
things not because they are use-less, but 
because they are no longe~ in fashion or fail 
to represent their status aspirations. 

The sociology of consumption shows us 
that the combination of industrialization, 
capitalism and consumerism has trans
formed society-environment relations. 
Many environmentalists and more than a 
few social and natural scientists have 
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concluded that this continual expansion of 
economies and the continuing promotion 
of economic growth cannot carry on indefi
nitely. The resulting pollution might have 
been ecologically insignificant if it had been 
restricted to a small part of the global 
human population. But when industrializa
tion spreads across the planet, when a 
majority of people live in huge cities, and 
when capitalist companies become multi
national and consumerism seduces people 
in all countries, then the natural environ
ment's capacity for recovery and resilience 
becomes severely weakened. 

Environmentalists argue that current 
consumption patterns are not only highJy 
unequal, but they are also having a severe 
impact on the environment and, in the long 
term, are not sustainable. For example, the 
consumption of fresh water has doubled 
since 1960; the burning offossil fuels, which 
is the main contributor to global warming 
discussed below, has almost quintupled in 
the past 50 years; and the consumption of 
wood is up by 40 per cent from 25 years ago. 
Fish stocks are declining, wild species are 
becoming extinct, water supplies are dimin
ishing and wooded areas are shrinking in 
size. Patterns of production and consump
tion are not only depleting existing natural 
elements, but are also contributing to their 
degradation through waste products and 
harmful emissions (UNDP 1998). 

Finally, although the rich are the world's 
main consumers, the environmental damage 
that is caused by growing consumption has 
the heaviest impact on the poor. As we saw in 
our discussion of global warming, the wealthy 
are in a better position to enjoy the many 
benefits of consumption without having to 
deal with its negative effects. On a local level, 
affluent groups can usually afford to move 
away from problem areas, leaving the poor to 
bear most of the costs. Chemical plants, 
power stations, major roads, railways and 
airports are often sited close to low-income 
areas. On a global level, we can see a similar 
process at work: soil degradation, deforesta
tion, water shortages, lead emissions and air 



pollution are all concentrated within th e 
developing world. Poverty also intensifies 
these environmental problems. People with 
few resources have little choice but to maxi
mize the resources that are available to them. 
As a result, more and more pressures are put 
on a shrinking resource base as the human 
population increases. 

Limits to growth and sustainable 
development 

A central motivating idea for environmental 
campaigners has been that of 'sustainabil
ity' - ensuring that human activity does not 
compromise the ecology of planet Earth. In 
The Ecologist, the UK campaigning maga
zine, Edward Goldsmith and his colleagues 
set out the charge against industrial expan
sion in their 'Blueprint for Survival' (1972: 
15): 'The principal defect of the industrial 
way ofHfe with its ethos of expansion is that 

it is not sustainable ... we can be certain . . . 
that sooner or later it will end.' Such doom
laden forecasts used to be described as 
'catastrophist' and were restricted to the 
wilder fringes of the environmental move
ment. However, the idea now has a wider 
currency amongst the general public and 
policy-makers, for which the sc ientific 
predictions of global warming are largely 
responsible. Anyone who recycles their 
plastic, paper and glass, conserves water or 
tries to use their car less is probably aware 
that they too are trying to put into practice 
the idea of sustainabiJi ty. 

One important influence on the rise of 
environmenta l movements and public 
concern about environmental problems can 
be traced back to a famous report first 
published in the early 1970s, which set 
out the case that economic growth could not 
continue indefinitely. The report and its 
findings are discussed in 'Classic Studies 5.1 '. 

Classic Studies 5.1 Modelling the limits to economic growth 

The research problem 
Global human population has grown enormously 
since industrialization took hold and the resulting 
pressure on the environment has led to soil 
degradation, deforestation and pollution. Are 
there any limits to this pattern of development? 
Will food supplies keep up with increasing 
demand or will the world see mass famine? How 
many people can the planet support without 
ruining the environment? These hugely 
significant questions were asked of a group of 
scientists by a global think-tank, the Club of 
Rome, almost 40 years ago. The resulting book 
was published as The Limits to Growth 
(Meadows et al. 1972). 

Meadows and colleagues' explanation 
The Limits study used modern computer
modelling techniques to make forecasts about 
the consequences of continued economic 
growth, population growth, pollution and the 
depletion of natural resources. Their computer 
model- World3 - showed what would happen if 

the trends that were established between 1900 
and 1970 were to continue to the year 2100. The 
computer projections were then altered to 
generate a variety of possible consequences, 
depending on different rates of growth of the 
factors considered. The researchers found that 
each time they altered one variable, there would 
eventually be an environmental crisis. If the 
world's societies failed to change, then growth 
would end anyway through the depletion of 
resources, food shortages or industrial collapse, 
sometime before 2100. 

The research team used computer modelling 
to explore five global trends (Meadows et al. 
1974: 21): 

accelerating industrialization across the world 
rapid population growth 
widespread malnutrition in some regions 
depletion of non-renewable resources 
a deteriorating natural environment 

The program was then run to test 12 alternative 
scenarios, each one manipulated to resolve 



some of the identified problems. This allowed 
the researchers to ask questions about which 
combinations of population levels, mdustrial 
output and natural resources would be 
sustainable. The conclusion they drew in 1972 
was that there was still time to put off the 
emerging environmental crisis. But if nothing was 
done, and even lithe amount of available 
resources in the model were doubled, pollution 
were reduced to pre-19 7 Os levels and new 
technologies were introduced, economic growth 
would still grind to a halt before 2100. Some 
campaigners saw this as vindicating the radical 
environmental argument that industrial societies 
were just not sustainable over the long term 

Critical points 
Many economists, politicians and industrialists 
roundly condemned the report. arguing that it 
was unbalanced, irresponsible and, when its 
predictions failed to materialize, just plain wrong. 
The modelling was largely devoid of political 
and social variables and was therefore just a 
partial account of reality The researchers later 
accepted that some of the criticisms were 
justified. The method used focused on physical 
limits and assumed existing rates of economic 
growth and technological innovation, but this did 
not take account of the capacity of human beings 
to respond to environmental challenges. For 
example, market forces could be made to work 
to limit the over-exploitation of resources. If a 
mineral like magnesium starts to become 
scarce, its price will rise. As its price rises it will 
be used less, and producers might even find 
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alternatives should costs rise too steeply Limits 
was seen by many as yet another overly 
pessimistic, catastrophist tract that engaged in 
unreliable 'futurology' - predicting the future 
from current trends. 

Contemporary significance 
Whatever its limitations, the original report made 
a significant impact on public debate and 
environmental activism. It made many more 
people aware of the damagmg consequences of 
industrial development and technology, as well 
as warning about the perils of allowing pollution 
to increase. The report was an important catalyst 
for the modern environmental movement (for a 
wider discussion, see chapter 22, 'Politics, 
Government and Social Movements'). 'J\venty 
years later, the team published Beyond the Llinits 
(1992) an even more pessimistic report. 
castigating the world's politicians for wasting the 
time, identified as crucial in the first report. 
arguing that ecological 'overshoot' was already 
occurring. Then in 2004, their 30 Year Update 
was released, arguing that although some 
progress had been made in environmental 
awareness and technological development, the 
evidence of global warming, declining fish 
stocks and much more, showed a world 
'overshooting' its natural limits. This conclusion 
was also that of the UN's Millenniun1 Ecosystem 
Assessment of 2005, which is tellingly titled, 
Living Beyond Our Means. The basic conclusion 
from the original Liinils report and its updates 
continues to resonate in our globalizing world. 

Rather than calling for economic growth to 
be reined in, more recent developments 
turn on the concept of sustainable devel
opment. This term was first introduced in a 
1987 report commissioned by the United 
Nations, Our Common Future, This is also 
known as the Brundtland Report, after the 
chair of the organizing committee, Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, then Prime Minister of 
Norway. The report's authors argued that 
use of the Earth's resources by the present 
generation was unsustainable: 

Over the course of the twentieth century 
the relationship between the human 
world and the planet that sustains it has 
undergone a profound change ... major, 
unintended changes are occurring in the 
atmosphere, in soils, in waters, among 
plants and animals. and in the 
relationships among all of these ... . To 
keep options open for future generations, 
the present generation must begin now, 
and begin together, nationally and 
internationally. (Brundtland 1987) 

The Brundtland Commission regarded 
sustainable development as, 'development 
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which meets the needs of the present gener
ation, without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs' 
(ibid.) - a short definition, but one which 
carries enormous significance. Sustainable 
development means that economic growth 
should be carried on in such a way as to 
recycle physical resources rather than 
deplete them, and to keep levels of pollution 
to a minimum. 

Following the publication of Our 
Common Future, the phrase 'sustainable 
development' came to be widely used by 
both environmentalists and governments. It 
was employed at the UN Earth Summit in 
Rio de Janeiro in 1992 and has subsequently 
appeared in other ecological summit meet
ings organized by the UN, such as the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg in 2002. Sustainable develop
ment is also one of the Millennium Devel
opment Goals (MDGs), which have been 
agreed by 191 states around the world as 
they aim to reduce many forms of poverty in 
the coming decades. The relevant MDGs 
include the integration of the principles of 
sustainable development into country poli
cies and programmes, the reversal of the 
loss of environmental resources, the reduc
tion by half of the proportion of people 
without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water and achieving a significant improve
ment in the lives of at least 100 million slum
dwellers - all by 2020. 

For more on the Millennium 
Development Goals, see chapter 13, 
'Global Inequality' . 

The Brundtland Report attracted much 
criticism, just as the report of the Club of 
Rome had done some quarter of a century 
earlier. Critics see the notion of sustainable 
development as too vague and as neglecting 
the specific needs of poorer countries. 
According to the critics, the idea of sustain
able development tends to focus attention 
only on the needs of richer countries; it does 
not consider the ways in which the high 
levels of consumption in the more af!Iuent 

countries are satisfied at the expense of 
other people. For instance, demands on 
Indonesia to conserve its rainforests could 
be seen as unfair, because Indonesia has a 
greater need than the industrialized coun
tries for the revenue it must forgo by accept
ing conservation. 

It can also be argued that linking the 
concept of ecological sustainability to that 
of economic development is contradictory. 
This is a particularly pertinent point where 
sustalnability and development clash, for 
example when considering new roads or 
retail sites it is often the case that the 
prospect of many new jobs and economic 
prosperity means sustainabi lity takes 
second place. This is eve n more 
pronounced for governments in developing 
countries, which are badly in need of more 
economic activity. In recent years, ideas of 
environmental justice and ecological citi
zenship have come to the fore (as we see 
below), partly as a result of the severe prob
lems associated with the concept and prac
tice of sustainable development. 

It is easy to be sceptical about the future 
prospects for sustainable development. Its 
aim of finding ways of balancing human 
activity with sustaining natural ecosystems 
may appear impossible. Nonetheless, 
sustainable development looks to create 
common ground amongst nation-states 
and connects the world development move
ment with the environmental movement in 
a way that no other project has yet managed 

THINIUNG CRITICALLY 

Sustainable development is 
'development which meets the needs of 

the present generation, without 
compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs'. 
What are the needs of the present 

generation? How might we find out 
what the needs of future generations 

will be? Can sustainable development 
policies be devised from this 

definition? 



to do. It gives radical environmentalists the 
opportunity to push for full implementation 
of its widest goals, but, at the same time, 
moderate campaigners can be involved 
locally and have an impact. This inC\usivity 
can be seen as a weakness, but also a poten
tial strength of the sustainable development 
project. 

Living in the global 'risk society' 

Humans have always had to face risks of one 
kind or another, but today's risks are quali
tatively different from those that came in 

earlier times. Until quite recently, human 
societies were threatened by external risk -
dangers such as drought, earthqu akes, 
famines and storms that spring from the 
natural world and are unrelated to the 
actions of humans. Today, however, we are 
increasingly confronted with various types 
of manufactured risk - risks that are created 
by the impact of our own knowledge and 
technology on the natural world. As we shall 
see, many environmental and health risks 
facing contemporary societies are instances 
of manufactured risk: they are the outcomes 
of our own interventions into nature. 

Global Society 5.4 Manufactured risks and the survival of humanity 

In 2003, Martin Rees, the British Astronomer Royal, 
published a book provocatively called Our Fma] 
Century, subtitled with the question: 'Will the 
human race survive the twenty-first century?' Rees 
argues that the explosive advances in science and 
technology, seen for example in bio-, cyber- and 
nanotechnology and in the exploration of space, do 
not just offer exhilarating prospects for the future, 
but also contain what he calls a dark side . 

Scientific advancement can have unintended 
consequences, as we have seen, and Rees 's book 
examines the likelihood of catastrophic scenarios 
where human civilization dies out. He describes 
some of the apocalyptic risks that could occur with 
the new science of the twenty-first century: these 
include nuclear holocaust, caused by terrorists or 
nations and terrorist use of biological weapons or 
laboratory errors that create new diseases. 

Rees's conclusions are sobering. He separates 
the long term from the short term. In the short 
term, which he defines as the next 20 years, he 
is prepared to bet on a major catastrophe 
killing more than a million people (though he 
fervently hopes that he will be wrong in his 
assessment) . Returning to the subtitle of his 
book, Rees argues, over the next 100 years -
which he calls the long term - he gives 
humanity a 50/50 chance of surviving the twenty
first century 

The prognosis may seem desperately 
pessimistic, but Rees argues that he hopes his 
book will stimulate discussion on how to guard as 
far as possible against the worst risks, while 
deploying new knowledge optimally (or human 
benefit. 

Debates on genetically modified foods, 
global warming and other manufactured 
risks have presented individuals with new 
choices and challenges in their everyday 
lives. Because there is no road map to these 
new dangers, individuals, countries and 
transnational organizations must negotiate 
risks as they make choices about how lives 
are to be lived. And because there are no 
definitive answers as to the outcomes of 
such risks, each individual is forced to make 
decisions about which risks he or she is 
prepared to take. This can be a bewildering 

endeavour. Should we use food and raw 
materials if their production or consump
tion might have a negative impact on our 
own health and on the natural environ
ment? Even seemingly simple decisions 
about what to eat are now made in the 
context of conflicting information and 
opinions about the product's relative merits 
and drawbacks. 

Ulrich Beck (1992) has written extensively 
about risk and globalization, As technologi
cal change progresses more and more 
rapidly, producing new forms of risk, we 



must constantly respond and adjust to the 
changes. Risks today involve a series of 
in te rrelated cha nges in contemporary 
social life: shifting employment patterns, 
heightened job insecurity, the declining 
influence of tradition and custom on self
identity, the erosion of traditional family 
pa tte rn s a nd th e de mocratiza tion of 
personal relationships. Because personal 
futures are much less fixed than they were in 
traditional societies, decisions of all kinds 

present risks for in dividual s. Gett ing 
married, for example, is a more risky 
endeavour today than it was at a time when 
marriage was a lifelong institution. Deci
sions about educational qualifications and 
career paths can also feel risky: it is difficult 
to predict what skills will be valuable in an 
economy that is changing as rapidly as ours. 
'Classic Studies 5.2' explores Beck's argu
ments, specificaUy in relation to environ
mental risks. 

Classic Studies 5.2 Ulrich Beck and the global risk society 

The research problem 
This chapter has explored some of the 
environmental consequences of industrial 
production and high levels of consumption. 
Taking a long-term view, we can see that the 
spread of industrialization produces more 
widespread and potentially serious side-effects 
in the form of environmental risks. But is modern 
life really more risky, or are we just more 'risk 
aware'? Are we worrying urmecessarily about 
environmental problems? The German 
sociologist. illrich Beck (1944-), has been the 
foremost sociological theorist of risk, which he 
sees as much more significant than sociologists 
previously thought. 

Beck's explanation 
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 
cenhiries, the politics of modern societies was 
dominated by a major conflict of interest 
between workers and employers - in Mane's 
terms, between the non-owning working class 
and the property-owning capitalist class. The 
conflict centred on issues of wealth distribution 
as trades unions and labour parties sought a 
more equal distribution of the socially produced 
wealth. Such struggles still continue of course. 
But illrich Beck (1992, 1999,2002) argues that 
this distributional conflict is losing its 
significance as environmental risks rise to 
prominence. He says that more people are 
beginning to realize that their fight for a share of 
the 'wealth cake' is futile if the cake itself is be 
poisoned (Beck 2002: 128) as a result of 
pollution and environmental damage. Beck 
argues that: 

the knowledge is spreading that the sources of 
wealth are 'polluted' by growing 'hazardous side 
effects' . This is not at all new, but it has remained 
unnoticed for a long time in the efforts to 
overcome poverty ... To put it differently. in the 
risk society the unknown and unintended 
consequences come to be a dominant force in 
history and society (1992: 20--1) 

Industrial societies are slowly dissolving as 
environmental problems build up; this is an 
unintended consequence of the rush for 
economic growth and material prosperity. Beck 
(1999) argues that we are, in effect. moving into a 
'world risk society' - a new type of society in 
which risk consciousness and risk avoidance are 
becoming the central feahires - because 
environmental pollution does not respect national 
boundaries. No matter where industrial 
production or consumption takes place, its 
consequences can be felt in very distant locations. 
The relatively rich countries are not immune from 
industrial pollution and global environmental 
damage. We will remain dependent on science 
and high technology though, because it is only 
through these that industrial processes can be 
safely and effectively managed. 

Beck wants to show us that the environmental 
issue is moving from the margins of political 
concern towards the centre. Most of the risks we 
face are the products of human activity; they are 
not like the purely nahiral disasters of film and 
television. This means that the environment 
becomes an issue for political debate and 
decision-making and we can see the creation of 
environmental organizations and Green political 



parties in the 1970s as the first step towards 
inclusion of environmental issues into 
mainstream politics. 

Critical points 
One of the main criticisms of Beck's overall thesis 
is that tliere is not (yet) enough evidence to 
support his theory of the transition to a 'risk 
society' , even though there is today more 
awareness of enVIronmental risks (Hajer 1996; 
Sulton 2004). Similarl" the idea that older forms 
of class-based politics are losing out to a new 
politics of risk seems premature. In most 
countries, Green political parties have not 
broken through the conventional party system, 
and glob ally the issue of wealth creation and 
distribution still tends to dominate over 
environmental protection whenever these 
objectives clash . Finally, it has been argued that 
the risk thesis fails to take account of cultural 
variability in definitions of risk (Douglas 1994; 
Scot! 2000). What some societies define as 'risk', 

THINllING CRITICALLY 

How aware are you of risk in your 
everyday life? What actions do you 
routinely take to minimize personal 

others may not, in the same way that what is 
defined as pollution in wealthy industrial 
societies is often seen as a sign of healthy 
economic development in poorer developing 
countries. 

Contemporary significance 
The concept of risk holds a special place in 
current sociological debates on environmental 
issues and the dimction of social change. Beck's 
risk thesis is useful, because it provides part of 
an explanation for why environmental 
movement concerns have found such a 
receptive audience. Once people become 
sensitized to risks, the arguments of 
environmentalists begin to make more sense. 
Beck 's Risk Society has taken sociological 
thinking on modernity and its possible futures in 
a new and highly original direction, making us 
re-lltink the sociological tradition, and for this 
reason it has rightly become a modern classic of 
social theory 

innovation and the use of market mecha
nisms to bring about positive outcomes, 
transforming produc tion methods and 
reducing pollution at its source. 

risk? Do you engage in any 'risk-taking 
activities' and if so, why do you do it? Is 
risk always a negative part of modern 

Ecological modernizers see huge poten
tial in leading European industries to 
reduce the usage of natural resources with
out this affecting economic growth. This is 
an unusual position, but it does have a 
certain logic. Rather than simply rejecting 
more economic growth, they argue that an 
ecological form of growth is theoretically 
possible. An example is the introduction of 
catalytic converters and emission controls 
on motor vehicles, which has been deliv
ered within a short period of time and 
shows that advanced technologies can 
make a big differen ce to greenhouse gas 
emissions. If environmental protection 
really can be achieved like this, then we can 
continue to enjoy our high technology 
lifestyles. 

life or can you think of any positive 
aspects? 

Ecological modernization 

For environmentalists, both capitalist and 
communist forms of modernization have 
signally failed. They have delivered wealth 
and material success, but at the price of 
massive environmental damage. In recent 
years, groups of academic social scientists 
have tried to develop a theoretical perspec
tive called ecological modernization, 
which accepts that 'business as usual' is no 
longer possible, but rejects radical environ
mentalist solutions involving de-industrial
ization. Instead they focus on technological 

Ecological modernizers also argue that if 
consumers demand environmentally sound 
production methods and products, then 



!!'arket mechanisms will be forced to try 
aita deliver them. The example of opposi
tion to GM food in Europe (discussed 
above) is a good example of this idea in 
practice. Supermarkets have not stocked or 
pushed the supply of GM foods, because 
large numbers of consumers have made it 
clear that they will stay on the shelves. 

The theory of ecological modernization 
sees that five social and institutional struc
tures need to be ecologically transformed: 

1 Science and technology to work towards 
the invention and delivery of sustain
able technologies. 

2 Markets and economic agents: to intro
duce incentives for environmentally 
benign outcomes. 

3 Nation-states: to shape market condi
tions which allow this to happen. 

4 Social movements: to put pressure on 
business and the state to continue 
moving in an ecological direction. 

5 Ecological ideologies: to assist in 
persuading more people to get involved 
in the ecological modernization of soci
ety. (Mol and Sonnenfeld 2000) 

Science and technology have a particularly 
crucial role in developing preventative solu
tions, building in ecological considerations 
at the design stage. This will transform 
currently polluting production systems. 

Since the mid-1990s, three new areas of 
debate had entered the ecological modern
ization perspective. Firstly, research began 
to expand to the developing countries of the 
South, Significantly challenging the Euro
centri s m of th e original perspec tive. 
Second, once ecological modernizers 
started to think beyond the West, the theory 
of globalization became more relevant and 
current research seeks to link globalization 
with ecological modernization (Mol 2001). 
Third, ecological modernizatio n has started 
to take account of the sociology of 
consumption and theories of consumer 
societies. This has led to some interesting 
studies exploring the ecological moderniza-

tion of domestic consumption as well as of 
production. These studies look at how 
consumers can play a part in the ecological 
modernization of society and on how 
domestic technologies can be improved to 
reduce energy consumption, save scarce 
resources (such as water) and contribute to 
waste reduction through recycling. 

The possibilities offered by ecological 
modernization can be illustrated by refer
ence to the waste disposal industry - the 
industry that gets rid of the tonnes of waste 
products that industries and consumers 
generate every day. Until recently, most of 
this waste was simply processed and buried 
in landfill sites. Today, the whole industry is 
being transformed. Technological develop
ments make it much cheaper to produce 
newsprint from recycled paper than from 
wood pulp. Hence there are good economic 
reasons, as well as environmental ones, to 
use and reuse paper instead of endlessly 
cutting down trees. Not just individual 
companies, but whol e industries are 
actively pursuing the goal of 'zero waste' -
the complete recycling of all waste products 
for future industrial use. Toyota and Honda 
have already reached a level of 85 per cent 
recyclability for the car parts they use. In 
this context, waste is no longer just the 
harmfu l dumping of materials, but a 
resource for industry and, to some extent, a 
means of driving further technological 
innovation. 

Significantly, some of the major contribu
tions to recycling, and therefore to sustain
able development, have come from areas 
with a heavy concentration of information 
technology industries, such as California's 
Silicon Valley. Information technology, 
unlike many older forms of industrial 
production, is environmentally clean. The 
more it plays a part in industrial production, 
the greater the likelihood that harmful envi
ronmental effects will be reduced. This 
consideration could have some bearing on 
the future development of the world's 
poorer societies. In some areas of produc
tion, at least, it might be possible for them to 



achieve rapid economic development with
out the pollution produced by the older 
industrial economies, because information 
technology will play a much greater role. 

Unlike other perspectives, ecological 
modernization is less concerned with global 
inequality and more interested in how busi
nesses, individuals and non-state actors can 
all play a part in transforming society. This 
makes it different from sustainable devel
opment, which begins from the premise 
that reducing global inequality is a pre
requisite for environmental protection. 
Ecological modernizers also argue that if the 
capitalist economic system can be made to 
work for environmental protection then it 
will continue; if not, then something differ
ent will have to emerge because the ecolog
ical modernization of global society is 
already well under way. 

Critics have seen ecological moderniza
tion as overly reliant on technological fixes 
and relatively ignorant of cultural, social 
and political conflicts. It is probably correct 
to say that ecological modernization is 
imbued with technological optimism rather 
than having a fully worked out theory of 
how to get from here to a future sustainable 
society. But the myriad real-world examples 
they produce, of practical technologies and 
suggestions for change, could collectively 
make a big difference, especially if ways can 
be found to make them financially viable in 
developing countries. However, these will 
also need to be introduced alongside the 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

Look again at the five social and 
institutional structures that constitute an 

ecologically modernist approach to 
environmental problems. List them in 

order of current progress - which 
structure has been transformed the 

most and which the least? How would 
you explain this? What obstacles are 

harder to overcome in transforming the 
structures of modern societies in 

environmentally sensitive directions? 
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kind of international agreements that char
acterized the Kyoto Protocol, which could 
then ensure the spread of best practice and 
knowledge of what works. 

Environmental justice and 
ecological citizenship 

Environmental justice 

If ecological modernization perhaps leans 
too heavily on technological fixes, one way 
of balancing this is by promoting the active 
involvement of people from all social 
groups and classes in the project of achiev
ing sustainable development. 

Environmental justice is a term that orig* 
inated in the USA with the formation of 
grassroots networks of activists in working
class communities (Szasz 1994; Bell 2004: 
ch. 1; Visgilio and Whitelaw 2003). One 
touchstone campaign was that ofLois Gibbs 
in Niagara Falls, New York in 1978, seeking to 
relocate the Love Canal community, which 
she discovered had been built on a 20,000-
ton toxic chemical dump. The community 
campaign was ultimately successful when 
900 working-class families were relocated 
away from the leaking dump in 1980 (Gibbs 
2002). Environmental justice groups have 
focused on campaigns against the siting of 
toxic waste sites and incinerators in urban 
areas with high working-class and ethnic 
minority populations. Linking environmen
tal quality to social class inequalities shows 
that environmentalism is not just a middle
class concern but can be linked to working
class interests, and takes account of social 
inequalities and real-world 'risk positions'. 
In the USA, toxic waste sites have tended to 
be situated in black and Hispanic commu
nities where citizens' action groups are rela
tively less powerful, but Gibbs's campaign 
showed that they are not powerless. 

Environmental justice groups can be 
very significant. Their emergence has the 
potential to broaden the support base of 
environmental politics to currently under
represented groups within the wider 
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environmental movement. For in stance. 
Friends of the Earth International (amongst 
others) has expanded its agenda, recogniz
ing the need to tackle social problems if 
pressures on the natural environment are 
to be relieved (Rootes 2005). Environmental 
justice takes us into the urban and inner 
city areas where most of the waste products 
of modern life end up, and this opens up 
environmental politics to people who may 
not have thought about their problems as 
being at all 'environmental'. 

Perhaps the most significant conse 
quence of environmental justice groups is 
that they offer the possibility oflinking envi
ronmental politics in the rich countries with 
that practised in the relatively poorer ones. 
One important example was the protest 
against the multinational oil company, 
Shell's, impact on the environment of the 
indigenous Ogoni people in Nigeria. The 
campaign of the Movement for the Survival 
of the Ogoni People (formed in 1990) and the 
international support it garnered is just one 
example of the potentially unifying concept 
of environmental justice. Attempts by the 
Nigerian government to put down the 
resistance movem ent involved torture, 
ransacking of villages and, in 1995, the even
tual execution of nine members of the 
movement's leadership, including the writer 
Ken Saro -Wiwa, in the face of international 
protest (Watts 1997). Such events reinforce 
the argnment that the relatively powerless 
are made to bear the brunt of environmen
tal pollution. Environm en tal justice 
campaigns demonstrate the potential for 
linking social inequalities and poverty to 
environmental issues, promising to make 
environmentalism more than just a nature
defence movement. 

Ecological citizenship 

One final development worthy of note is the 
emergence of a type of citizenship linked to 
the defence of the natural environment. In 
recent years, some sociologists and political 
scientists have argued that a new form of 
citizenship is emerging, something Mark J. 

Smith (1998) has called ecological citizen
ship and Dobson and Bell (2006) refer to as 
environmentaJ citizenship. 

As discussed in chapter 12, 'Poverty, 
Social Exclusion and Welfare', the concept of 
citizenship is not new and can be divided 
into differe nt types. Civil ci tizenship 
emerged with modern property-ownership, 
which imposed certain mutual obligations 
on people to respect each other's rights to 
property. Political citizenship emerged later, 
during which voting rights expanded, work
ing-class groups and wo men were brought 
into the suffrage and rights of association 
(as in trades unions) and free speech devel
oped. The third stage, social citizenship, saw 
rights to welfare and responsibilities for 
collective provision of social benefits. What 
Smith and others see is that a fourth stage is 
developing, in which ecological citizenship 
rights and responsibilit ies form the centre
piece. 

Ecological citizenship involves new obli
gations: to non-human animals, to future 
generations of human beings and to main
taining the integrity of the natural environ
ment (Sandil ands 1999). Obligations to 
animals means reconsidering human uses 
of animals that infringe their rights to lead
ing a natural life and expressing their 
natures. Hence, vivisection, hunting, farm
ing methods, breeding and pet-keeping 
would all need to be reassessed. Ecological 
citizenship's new obligation to future gener
ations of people means working towards 
sustainability over a long time period. If 
economic development plans threaten the 
ability of futu re generations to provide for 
their own needs, then other forms will need 
to be designed and planned. Political and 
economic planning must become future
oriented and take a long-term view rather 
than adopting a short-term, free market or 
laissez-faire approach. Finally, al l human 
activity should be considered with reference 
to its effects on the natural environment 
and a precautionary principle should be 
adopted that puts the onus on developers to 
justify their actions in ecological terms. In 



essence, then, ecological citizenship intro
duces a new demand for people to take 
account of the human 'ecological footprint' 
- the impact of human activity on the natu
ral environment and natural processes. 

Clearly ecological citizenship would 
demand some fundamental changes to 
modern societies. Perhaps the most radical 
change would be to people themselves, as 
ecological citizenship requires a trans
formed human experience of nature and 
the self as tightly bound together. In the 
same way that people had to start to 
perceive themselves as citizens with rights 
in order for political citizenship to take 
hold, so ecological citizenship is unlikely to 
develop fully unless people's identities also 
include the experience of having ecological 
selves. 

Conclusion 

At the end of the first decade of a new 
century, we cannot foresee whether the next 
100 years will be marked by peaceful social 
and economic development or by a multi
plication of global problems - perhaps 
beyond the ability of humanity to solve. 
Unlike the nineteenth-century sociologists, 
we see more clearly the dark side of modern 
industry, technology and science. We know 
they are by no means wholly beneficial in 
their consequences. Scientific and techno
logical development have created a world 
that contains high consequence risks that 
make possible huge gains and losses. Espe
cially in the developed world, the popula
tion is wealthier than ever before, yet the 
world as a whole is closer to ecological disas
ter. 

Should we resign ourselves to an attitude 
of despair? Sociology offers us a profound 
consciousness of the human authorship or 
social creation of social institutions. We see 
the possibility of controlling our destiny 
and shaping our lives for the better, to an 

extent unimaginable to previous genera
tions. 

The ideas of sustainable development, 
ecological modernization and environmen
tal justice and citizenship are helping to 
promote some important changes in 
human- environment relations and the 
production of ecologically sensitive tech
nologies. Even as late as the 1980s, when the 
Brundtland Report appeared, it was widely 
assumed that industrial development and 
ecological protection were incompatible. 
However, the central idea of all of these 
approaches is that this assumption is false. 
The use of eco-efficient technologies can 
produce forms of economic development 
that combine economic growth with po si -
tive policies for the environment, while an 
emerging environmental responsibility 
could ensure an expanding demand for 
such developments. 

Even the strongest advocates of ecologi
cal modernization accept that rescuing the 
global environment will require changes in 
the levels of inequality that now exist in the 
world. As we have seen, industrial countries 
currently account for only about one- fifth of 
the world's population, yet they are respon
sible for over 75 per cent of the emissions 
that serve to pollute the atmosphere and 
hasten global warming. The average person 
in the developed world consumes natural 
resources at ten times the rate of the average 
individual in less developed countries. 
Poverty is itself a prime contributor to prac
tices that lead to environmental damage in 
poor countries and people living in condi
tions of economic hardship have no choice 
but to make maximum use of the local 
resources available to them. What will be 
needed, then, are 'just sustainabilities' 
(Agyeman et al. 2003; Smith and Pangsapa 
2008). Achieving ecological sustain ability 
demands that concerted international 
efforts are made to taclde global inequalities 
as a necessary condition for environmental 
protection. 
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Summary points 

1. The environment means all of the non
human, natura) surroundings within which 
human beings exist - sometimes called the 
'natural environment' - and in its widest 
sense this is simply planet Earth as a whole. 

2. The classical sociologists paid little direct 
attention to the environment, though others 
have tried to rectify that omission. Current 
environmental debates have been divided 
between social constructionists and critical 
realists. The former leads to a sociology of 
the environment and adopts an agnostic 
approach to the subject. The latter leads to an 
environmental sociology that looks for the 
underlying causes of environmental 
problems. 

3. Environmental issues are hybrids of 
environment and society. which marks them 
out as different from many other sociological 
issues and social problems. This necessitates 
interdisciplinary understanding and, 
potentially, collaboration. All societies are 
now faced by increasingly global 
environmental problems and international 
cooperation is needed in order to find 
workable solutions. 

4. Most environmental issues involve 
manufactured risks, as they have been 
generated by human activity. Increasingly, 
issues of pollution and resource depletion 
are global in scale and developing countries 
have been particularly badly affected by soil 
degradation and deforestation. 

5. More recent environmental issues, such as 
genetic modification of crops and global 
warming, have been subjects of much 
controversy. GM foods are widely accepted 
in the USA and are grown in China, Brazil and 
elsewhere, but European consumers have 
refused to buy them. Global warming is the 
most serious environmental issue yet 
identified and could have severe 
consequences for human societies, including 
flooding, the spread of disease, extreme 
weather and rising sea levels. Scientists 
generally agree that it has been caused by 
human activities since the Industrial 
Revolution which have rapidly increased the 
concentrations of greenhouse gases in the 

atmosphere. The 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which 
aimed at cutting back on greenhouse gas 
emissions, has now been ratified by 174 
countries, excluding the USA - the world's 
largest contributor to greenhouse gases. 

6. Rising worldwide consumption patterns are 
linked to industrial production in a 'treadmill 
of production and consumption', but they 
also intensify environmental damage and 
tend to exacerbate global inequality. Energy 
consumption and the consumption of raw 
materials are vastly higher in Western 
countries than in other areas of the world. Yet 
the environmental damage caused by 
growing consumption has the most severe 
impact on the poor. 

7. Sustainable development is the dominant 
framework for environmental policy 
development. It is defined as 'development 
which meets the needs of the present 
generation, without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own 
needs'. Sustainable development links 
economic development to environmental 
protection and is concerned to equalize 
global inequalities to help achieve this. 

8. Ulrich Beck's theory of an emerging risk 
society has been very influential in shaping 
debates on global environmental issues. His 
argument is that the industrial age is coming 
to an end as the side-effects of 
industrialization build up, forcing societies 
into a new phase which will see the control 
and management of risk as its central feature. 
Critics suggest the thesis currently lacks 
solid supportive empirical evidence. 

9. Ecological modernization is a theory of 
evolutionary social change, which sees an 
ecological version of modernization 
emerging in the present period, which 
marries continuing technological and 
economic development with environmental 
solutions. In social science research, 
ecological modernization represents a body 
of work that devises small-scale, practical 
solutions to environmental problems with a 
view to rolling out solutions that work. 
Ecological modernization is also interested 
in modernizing domestic consumption and 
transforming the practices of everyday life in 
an ecologically sensitive direction. 



10. Taking a long-term view of environmental 
change suggests that reducing global 
inequalities will be a necessary step if 
developing countries are to be fully involved 
in achieving global sustainable 
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development. There is some evidence of this 
in recent environmental justice campaigns, 
though the spread of ecological citizenship 
may take rather longer. 
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: .......................................................................... . 
(Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002) is also a 
fine edited collection of essays, which covers 
the classics as well as more recent theories. 
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A good place to start your additional reading 
is with Philip W. Sutton's The Environment: A 
Sociological Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 
2007), which is a genuinely introductory
level text covering all the issues discussed in 
this chapter and more. Michael M. Bell's An 

Invitation to Environmental Sociology, Second 
Edition (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge 
Press, 2004) is also very well written and uses 
lots of helpful examples to illustrate key 
environmental dilemmas. 

For something more theoretical, you could 
try John Hannigan's excellent Environmental 
Sociology: A Social Constructionist Perspective 
(London: RoutIedge, 2006), which includes 
some very effective constructionist case 
studies. Peter Dickens's Social Theory and the 
Environment: Changing Nature, Changing 
Ourselves (Cambridge: Polity, 2004) 
approaches environmental issues from a 
critical realist position and explains this with 
great clarity. Riley E. Dunlap, Frederick H. 
Buttel, Peter Dickens and August Gijswijt's. 
Sociological Theory and the Environment: 

On sustainable development, Susan Baker's 
Sustainable Development (London: RoutIedge, 
2005) is a good introduction. On the risk 
society, Ulrich Beck's own, World Risk Society 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1999) is quite accessible 
in the original. And for ecological 
modernization, Arthur P. J. Mol's 
Globalization and Environmental Reform: The 
Ecological Modernization of the Global 
Economy (Cambridge, MA: The MlT Press, 
2003) is a nicely balanced summary and 
evaluation of the perspective and its 
achievements to date. 

For environmental justice and ecological 
citizenship, you could tryMarkJ. Smith and 
Piya Pangsapa's Environment and Citizenship: 
integrating Justice, Responsibility and Civic 
Engagement (London: Zed Books, 2008) and 
Andrew Dobson and Derek Bell's edited 
collection, Environmental Citizenship 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006), 
which contains some thought-provoking 
essays. 
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Internet links 

UK Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs: 
www.defra.gov.uk/Environmentlindex.htm 

Environment and Society Blog, University of 
Leeds, UK -lots of interesting stories and 
weblinks here: 
https:llelgg.leeds.ac.uk/socenv/weblog/ 

Environmental Organization Web Directory
USA-based repository with lots of useful 
resources: 
www.webdirectory.com/ 

European Environment Agency - good 
resource base with some interesting surveys 
and other research: 
www.eea.europa.eu/ 

Friends of the Earth International
campaigning environmental organization: 
www.foei.org/ 

Greenpeace International- campaigning 
environmental organization: 
www.greenpeace.org/internationali 

OECD - Environment site with lots of data 
from OECD countries: 
www.oecd.org/topic/0,3373,en_2649_37465_1_ 
1_1_1_37465,00.html 

United Nations Development Programme
link to Human Development Reports and the 
UN Millennium Goals: 
www.undp.org/ 

World Bank, Environment & Development 
Series -lots of resources, particularly on 
environment and developing countries: 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL 
ITOPICS/ENVlRONMENT 10"menu PK: 176751-
pagePK: 1490 18-piPK: 149093 - theSitePK: 
244381,00.html 
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(opposite) CIties make enormous 
demands on our mentalllle. Are these 
people adoptrng a blase athtude and 
exhibltmg 'urban reserve'? 



London, New York and Tokyo are three of the world's 'global cities', seen as 

command centres for the world's economy, with influence extending far 

beyond their own national borders (Sassen 2001). These global cities are the 

headquarters for large, transnational corporations, as well as a profusion of 

financial, technological and consulting services. 

London has a population of more than 7 million people with more than 300 

languages between them and a resident workforce of some 3.4 million. It also 

has an unrivalled cultural and artistic heritage, helping to confirm its place as a 

vibrant and dynamic capital- almost 30 million tourists come to stay for a night 

or more each year. High migration levels have resulted in a young population 



(20-24 year-olds) as young people move to 
London for work, education, culture and 
perhaps to escape the conformity and 
provincialism of rural life. 

New York houses Wall Street, which, since 
1945 has been one of the world's primary 
economic centres, New York is also a major 
hub for international diplomacy, being 
home to the United Nations headquarters. 
The city has more than 8 million inhabitants 
and is the most densely populated city in 
the USA. New York has been influential in 
the development of some major popular 
musical trends such as jazz in the 1940s and 
punk rock in the 1970s. The Bronx area was 
also the birthplace of new musical genres 
such as rap music and hip-hop in the 1970s 
and' '80s. The city is also extremely cultur
ally diverse with more than one-third of the 
population born outside the USA. 

Tokyo city has a population of around 8 
million and the Tokyo urban area is the most 
populous in the world with around 35 
million people. The city also has the highest 
gross domestic product (GDP) of all the 
world's cities, as well as the second largest 
stock exchange (behind New York). Like 
London and New York, Tokyo is a major 
cultural centre with many museums, art 
galleries and festivals, and in recent years it 
has become a familiar cityscape as the back
drop for numerous globally distributed 
films - including Kill Bill (2003/4) and Lost 
in Translation (2003). 

Yet, despite all the rich opportunities that 
big cities such as these have to offer, many 
people actually find them lonely or 
unfriendly places. Why? One distinctive 
characteristic of modern urban life is the 
frequency of interactions between 
strangers. Even within the same neighbour
hood or block of flats, it is unlikely that 
people will know most of their neighbours. 
If you live in a town or city, think about the 
number of times that you interact everyday 
with people you do not know. The list might 
include the bus driver, people working in 
shops, students and even people you 
exchange 'pleasantries' with in the street. 

Perhaps this fact alone makes living in cities 
today a very different proposition from 
what is on offer elsewhere or during earlier 
times in history. Indeed, Marshall Berman 
(1983) sees the experience of modern urban 
life as definitive of the period sociologists 
call 'modernity' itself (see chapter 1). 

Social interaction is discussed in detail 
in chapter 7 I 'Social Inte raction and 
Everyday Life'. 

In this chapter, we shall first consider 
some of the main theories of urbanism that 
have been developed to understand cities 
and urban life. From there, we will study the 
origins of cities and the enormous growth in 
city populations over the twentieth century 
and some of the important contemporary 
trends in urbanization around the world. 
Not surprisingly, rapid globalization is 
having an enormous impact on city-living 
and we shall consider this process in the 
final part ofthe chapter. 

Theorizing urbanism 

What is a city? A simple working definition is: 

an inhabited central place differentiated 
from a town or village by its greater size, and 
by the range of activities practised within its 
boundaries, usually religious. military
political, economic, educational and 
cultural Collectively, these activities involve 
the exercise of power over the surrounding 
countryside. (lary and Jary 1999: 74) 

We can say, then, that cities are relatively 
large forms of human settlement, within 
which a wide range of activities are 
performed, which enable cities to become 
centres of power in relation to outlying areas 
and smaller settlements. Thinking back to 
our introductory example, this definition 
fits London, New York and Tokyo prettywell. 

Many early sociologists were fascinated 
by the city and by urban life; Max Weber 
even wrote a book called The City (pub
lished posthumously in 1921), in which he 
traced the conditions that made modern 

• 

• 



capitalism possible back to the medieval, 
Western city. Other early sociologists were 
more concerned with the way in which the 
development of cities changed the social as 
well as the physical environment. The work 
of Ferdinand Tannies and Georg Simmel 
provided two of the most important early 
contributions to urban sociology. 

German sociologist Ferdinand Tannies 
(1855- 1936) was particularly concerned 
about the effects of city life on social bonds 
and solidarity. He argued that the process of 
urbanization, whi~h occurred with the 
Industrial Revolution, irredeemably changed 
social life. He charted with some sadness the 
gradual loss of what he called Gemeinschaft 
or community bonds, which he character
ized as based on traditional, close-knit ties, 
personal and steady relationships between 
neighbours and friends, and a clear under
standing of one's social position (Tannies 
2001 (1 887]). However, Gesellschaft, or 'asso
ciational' bonds, were rapidly replacing this 
type of social bond. These were relatively 
short-lived, transitory and instrumental in 
character. And though all societies contain 
social bonds of both types, with industrializa
tion and urbanization the balance of social 
bonds was shifting decisively away from 
Gemeinschaftin favour of a more individual
istic society. In this society, relationships tend 
to be specific to a particular setting and 
purpose, and only take into account a part of 
the whole person. For example, if we take a 
bus in the city, our interaction with the driver 
is likely to be limited to a brief exchange atthe 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

What are your positive experiences of 
city life? What freedoms, opportunities 

and experiences do city inhabitants 
enjoy that are not routinely available to 
those living in small towns and villages? 
Do these positive aspects outweigh the 

possible negative ones outlined by 
Simmel and T6nnies? Was Simmel right, 
or have cities radically changed since 

his time? 

door of the bus as we pay, and our use for him 
will be limited to his ability to get us to our 
destination - it is an instrumental exchange. 
For Tannies, the modern city, unlike older 
traditional settlements, is a place full of 
strangers, for good or ill. 

The early theorists of the city deeply 
influenced the work of later urban socio
logists. Robert Park, for example, a key 
member ofthe Chicago School of Sociology, 
studied under Simmel in Germany at the 
turn of the twentieth century, and it is to this 
that we now turn. 

The Chicago School 

A number of sociologists associated with 
the University of Chicago from the 1920s to 
the 1940s, especially Robert Park, Ernest 
Burgess and Louis Wirth, developed ideas 
which were for many years the chief basis of 
theory and research in urban sociology. Two 
concepts developed by the Chicago School 
are worthy of special attention. One is the 
so -called ecological approach in urban 
analysis; the other is the characterization of 
urbanism as a way of life, developed by 
Wirth (Wirth 1938; Park 1952). 

Urban ecology 

Ecology is a term taken from a physical 
science: the study ofthe adaptation of plant 
and animal organisms to their environ
ment. This is the sense in which 'ecology' is 
used in the context of problems of the 
natural environment (see chapter 5, 'The 
Environment', for more on ecology and 
environment). In the natural world, organ
isms tend to be distributed in systematic 
ways over the terrain, such that a balance or 
equilibrium between different species is 
achieved. The Chicago School argued that 
the siting of major urban settlements and 
the distribution of different types of neigh
bourhood within them could be understood 
in terms of similar principles. Cities do not 
grow up at random, but in response to 
advantageous features of the environment. 
For example, large urban areas in modern 



Classic Studies 6.1 Georg Simmel on the mental life of city-dwellers 

The research problem 
Many people saw that large-scale urbanization 
fundamentally changed societies, but what 
effects would such a shift have on individuals? 
How would it alter their attitudes and behaviour? 
And what exactly is it about city-living that 
produces such dramatic effects? One of 
Tbnnies's German contemporaries, Georg 
Simmel (1858-1918) , provided just such a 
theoretical account of how the city shapes its 
inhabitants' 'mental life'; his 'The Metropolis and 
Mental Life' (1950 [1903)) , Tbnnies remarked, 
had managed to capture 'the flavour of the 
metropolis' . 

Simmel's explanation 
Simmel's study would today be described as an 
early piece of interpretative sociology, seeking 
to understand and convey something about how 
city life is actually experienced by people. City 
life, says Simmel, bombards the mind with 
images and impressions, sensations and activity 
This is 'a deep contrast with the slower, more 
habitual, more smoothly flowing rhythm' of the 
small town or village. In this context, it is not 
possible for individuals to respond to every 
stimulus or activity they come across, so how do 
they deal with such a bombardment? 

Simmel argues that city-dwellers protect 
themselves from 'the unexpectedness of violent 
stimuli' and the assault of 'changing images' by 
becoming quite blase and disinterested, 
adopting a 'seen-it-aIl-before' attitude. They 
'tune out' much of the urban buzz that 
surrounds them, focusing on whatever they 
need to, just in order to get by The result of this 
blase attitude, thought Simmel, is that although 
city-dwellers are part of the 'metropolitan 
crush', they distance themselves from one 
another emotionally Typically the myriad 
fleeting contacts with people they do not know 
result in an 'urban reserve ' in interactions with 
others, which can be perceived as emotionless 
and rather cold, leading to widespread feelings 
of impersonality and even isolation. Simmel 
points out, though, that city people are not by 
nature indifferent to others and uncaring. Rather, 
they are forced to adopt such modes of 

behaviour in order to preserve their social 
distance and individual selves in the face of 
pressures from the densely populated urban 
environment. 

Simmel notes that the sheer pace of urban life 
partly explains the typical urban personality But 
he also argues that the fact that the city is 'the 
seat of the money economy' must be taken into 
account. Many cities are large capitalistic 
financial centres, which demand punctuality, 
rational exchange and an instrumental approach 
to business. This encourages 'relentless' matter
of-fact dealings between people, with little room 
for emotional connection, resulting in 'calculating 
minds' capable of weighing the benefits and 
costs of involvement in relationships. Like 
Tbnnies, then, Simmel's study points up some of 
the emerging problems of living in the modern, 
urbanized world. 

Critical points 
Critics of Simmel's study have raised a number 
of objections. His arguments seem to be based 
on personal observation and insight rather than 
on any formal or replicable research methods, 
thus the findings can be seen as somewhat 
speculative and not rooted in empirical studies. 
Also, despite Simmel's insistence that he set out 
merely to understand urban life and not to 
damn it, many critics have suggested that the 
overall tone of the study is negative, revealing a 
value bias against the capitalist city It is 
certainly true that his work seems to focus on 
the ways in which individuals can resist being 
'levelled down and worn out by a socio
technological mechanism' (SimmeI1950: 
409). In this sense, critics sa}\ Simmel plays 
down the liberating experience of many people 
who move to cities to experience greater 
freedoms and room for individual expression. 
Finall}\ the study may be guilty of over
generalizing from a specific type of large city to 
cities in general. After all, only a minority of 
cities are financial centres and those that are not 
may well have less alienating and isolating 
effects on people than Simmel allows for. Can 
we really say that all urbanites have the same 
experiences? 



Contemporary significance 
Simmers accoW1t of life in the modern 
metropolis provides a sociological explanation of 
some key characte ristics of contemporary 
urb anism. His theoretical study shows how the 
quality of social interactions can be shaped by 
pressures arising from the wider social 
environment of the city, an important 
consequence of which is Simmel's view that the 
city, 'is not a spatial entity with social 
consequences, but a sociological entity that is 
formed spatially'. This has proved a very 

productive starting point for later urban studies. 
Simmers influence can also be felt in modern 
social theory. He argued: '[T]he deepest 
problems of modern life derive from the claim of 
the individual to preserve the autonomy and 
individuality of his existence in the face of 
overwhelming social forces .' There is more than 
an echo of this perspective in the more recent 
work of Ulrich Beck, ZygmW1t Bauman and other 
contemporary theorists of modern 
individualism. 

societies tend to develop along the shores of 
rivers, on fertile plains or at the intersection 
of trading routes or railways. 

'Once set up,' in Park's words, 'a city is, it 
seems, a great sorting mechanism which 
... infallibly selects out of the population 
as a whole the individuals best suited to live 
in a particular region or a particular milieu' 
(1 952: 79). Cities become ordered into 
'natural areas', through processes of 
competition, invasion and succession - all 
of which occur in biological ecology. If we 
look at the ecology of a lake in the natural 
environment, we find that competition 
between various species of fish, insects and 
other organisms operates to reach a fairly 
stable distribution between them. This 
balance is disturbed if new species 
'invade' - try to make the lake their home, 
Some of the organisms, which used to 
proliferate in the central area of the lake, 
are driven out to suffer a more precarious 
existence around its fringes. The invading 
species are their successors in the central 
sections. 

Patterns of location, movement and relo
cation in cities, according to the ecological 
view, take a similar form. Different neigh
bourhoods develop through the adjustments 
made by inhabitants as they struggle to gain 
their livelihoods. A city can be pictured as a 
map of areas with distinct and contrasting 
social characteristics. In the initial stages of 
the growth of modern cities, industries 
congregate at sites suitable for the raw mate-

rials they need, close to supply lines. Popula
tions cluster around these workplaces, which 
come to be increasingly diversified as the 
number of the city's inhabitants grows. The 
amenities thus developed become corre
spondingly more attractive, and greater 
competition develops for their acquisition. 
Land values and property taxes rise, making 
it difficult for families to carry on living in the 
central neighbourhood, except in cramped 
conditions or in decaying housing where 
rents are still low. The centre becomes domi
nated by businesses and entertainment, with 
the more affluent private residents moving 
out to newly forming suburbs around the 
perimeter. This process follows transport 
routes, since these minimize the time taken 
in travelling to work; the areas between these 
routes develop more slowly. 

Cities can be seen as formed in concen
tric rings, broken up into segments, In the 
centre are the inner-city areas, a mixture of 
big business prosperity and decaying 
private houses. Beyond these are longer 
established neighbourhoods, housing 
workers employed in stable manual occu
pations. Further out still are the suburbs in 
which higher-income groups tend to live, 
Processes of invasion and succession occur 
within the segments ofthe concentric rings. 
Thus, as property decays in a central or 
near-central area, ethnic minority groups 
might start to move into it. As they do so, 
more of the pre-existing population start to 
leave, precipitating a wholesale flight to 



neighbourhoods elsewhere in the city or out 
to the suburbs. 

Although for a period the urban ecology 
approach fell into disrepute, it was later 
revived and elaborated in the writings of a 
number of authors, particularly Amos 
Hawley (1950, 1968). Rather than concen
trating on competition for scarce resources, 
as his predecessors had done, Hawley 
emphasized the interdependence of different 
city areas. Differentiation - the specializa
tion of groups and occupational roles - is the 
main way in which human beings adapt to 
their environment. Groups on which many 
others depend will have a dominant role, 
often reflected in their central geographical 
position. Business groups, for example, like 
large banks or insurance companies, 
provide key services for many in a commu
nity, and hence are usually to be found in the 
central areas of settlements. But the zones 
which develop in urban areas, Hawley 
points out, arise from relationships not just 
of space, but also of time. Business domi
nance, for example, is expressed not only in 
patterns of land-use, but also in the rhythm 
of activities in daily life - an illustration 
being the rush hour. The ordering in time of 
people's daily lives reflects the hierarchy of 
neighbourhoods in the city. 

The ecological approach has been as 
important for the empirical research it has 
helped to promote as for its value as a theo
retical perspective. Many studies, both of 
cities and of particular neighbourhoods, 
have been prompted by ecological thinking, 
concerned, for example, with the processes 
of 'invasion' and 'succession' mentioned 
above. However, various criticisms can justi
fiably be made. The ecological perspective 
tends to underemphasize the importance of 
conscious design and planning in city organ
ization, regarding urban development as a 
'natural' process. The models of spatial 
organization developed by Park, Burgess and 
their colleagues were drawn from American 
experience, and fit only some types of city in 
the USA, let alone cities in Europe, Japan or 
the developing world. 

Claude Fischer (1984) has put forward an 
interpretation of why large-scale urbanism 
tends actually to promote diverse subcul
tures, rather than swamp everyone within 
an anonymous mass. Those who live in 
cities, he points out, are able to collaborate 
with others of similar backgrounds or inter
ests to develop local connections; and they 
can join distinctive religious, ethnic, politi
cal and other subcultural groups. A small 
town or village does not allow the develop
ment of such subcultural diversity. Those 
who form ethnic communities within cities, 
for instance, might have little or no knowl
edge of one another in their land of origin. 
When they arrive, they gravitate to areas 
where others from a similar linguistic and 
cultural background are living, and new 
sub-community structures are formed. An 
artist might find few others to associate with 
in a village or small town, but in a large city 
he or she might become part of a significant 
artistic and intellectual subculture. 

A large city is a 'world of strangers', yet it 
supports and creates personal relation
ships. This is not paradoxical. We have to 
separate urban experience between the 
public sphere of encounters with strangers 
and the more private world offamily, friends 
and work colleagues. [t may be difficult to 
'meet people' when one first moves to a 
large city. But anyone moving to a small, 
established rural community may find the 
friendliness of the inhabitants largely a 
matter of public politeness - it may take 
years to become 'accepted'. This is not so in 
the city. As Edward Krupat has commented: 

Yet the overwhelming evidence is that 
because of the diversity of strangers - each 
one is a potential friend - and the wide 
range of lifestyles and interests in the city. 
people do move from the outside in. And 
once they are on the ins ide of one group or 
network, the possibilities for expanding 
their connections multiply greatly. As a 
result, the evidence indicates that the 
positive opportunities in the city often 
seem to outweigh the constraining forces, 
allowing people to develop and maintain 
satisfying relationships. (1985: 36) 



Modern cities do frequently involve imper
sonal, anonymous social relationships, but 
they are also sources of diversity - and, 
sometimes, intimacy. 

Urbanism and the created 
environment 

More recent theories of urbanism have 
stressed that it is not an autonomous 
process, but has to be analysed in relation to 
major patterns of political and economic 
change. The two leading writers in urban 
analysis, David Harvey (1982, 1985, 2006) 
and Manuel Castells (1983, 1991, 1997), have 
both been strongly influenced by Karl Marx. 

The restructuring of space 

Drawing on broadly Marxist ideas, David 
Harvey has argued that urbanism is one 
aspect of the created environment brought 
about by the spread of industrial capitalism. 
In traditional societies, city and countryside 
were clearly differentiated. In the modern 
world, industry blurs the division between 

city and countryside. Agriculture becomes 
mechanized and is run simply according to 
considerations of price and profit, just like 
industrial work, and this process lessens the 
differences in modes of social life between 
urban and rural people. 

In modern urbanism, Harvey points out, 
space is continually restructured. The 
process is determined by where large firms 
choose to place their factories, research and 
development centres and so forth , by the 
controls asserted by governments over both 
land and industrial production and by the 
activities of private investors, buying and 
selling houses and land. Business firms, for 
example, are constantly weighing up the 
relative advantages of new locations against 
existing ones. As production becomes 
cheaper in one area than in another, or as 
the firm moves from one product to 
another, offices and factories will be closed 
down in one place and opened up else
where. Thus at one period, when there are 
considerable profits to be made, there may 
be a spate of office block building in the 

The Lozells area of Birmingham in the UK saw an eruption of violence in 2005 between the 
ethnic communities who make up the majority of its population. Was this the result of ethnic 
groups leading lives in increasingly s8gTegated communities? 



Classic Studies 6 .2 Louis Wirth 's 'urbanism as a way of life ' 

The research problem 
We know from Simmel that the urban 
environment tends to create particular 
personality types and that there is a certain 
pattern to the development of cities. But are such 
personality types limited to the cities? How do 
cities relate to and interact with the rest of 
society? Does urbartism exert any influence 
outside the city boundary" Louis Wirth 
(1897-1952) explored the idea that urbartism 
was. in fact. a whole way of life. not an 
experience limited to just some areas of society. 

Wirth's explanation 
While other members of the Chicago School 
focused on understanding the shape of the city -
how they came to be internally divided - Wirth 
was more concerned with urbanisrn as a distinct 
way oflife. Urbartism, he argued, could not be 
reduced to or understood simply by measuring 
the size of urban populations. Instead, it has to 
be grasped as a form of social existence. Wirth 
observed that: 

The influences which cities exert on the social 
life of man are greater than the ratio of the urban 
population would indicate: for the city is not only 
increasingly the dwelling-place and the 
workshop of modern man, but it is the initiating 
and controlling centre of economic. political and 
cultural life that has drawn the most remote 
conunturities of the world into its orbit and 
woven diverse areas, peoples and actiVlties into 
a cosmos. (1938: 342) 

In cities, large numbers of people live in close 
proximity to one another. without knowing most 
of those others personally. This is in fundamental 
contrast to small. traditional villages and towns. 
Many contacts between city-dwellers are, as 
Tbnnies suggested, fleeting and partial, they are 
means to other ends, rather than being satisfying 
relationships in themselves. Wirth calls these 
'secondary contacts', compared to the 'primary 
contacts' of familial and strong community 
relationships. For example, interactions with 
salespeople in shops, cashiers in banks or ticket 
collectors on trains are passing encounters, 
entered into not for their own sake, as in 

communal relations, but merely as means to 
other aims. 

Since those who live in urban areas tend to be 
highly mobile, moving around to find work and 
to enjoy leisure and travel. there are relatively 
weak bonds between them. People are involved 
in many different activities and situations each 
day and the 'pace of life ' in cities is much faster 
than in rural areas. Competition tends to prevail 
over cooperation, and social relationships can 
appear as flimsy and brittle. Of course, the 
Chicago School's ecological approach found that 
the density of social life in cities leads to the 
formation of neighbourhoods having distinct 
characteristics, some of which may preserve 
some of the characteristics of small communities. 
In inunigrant areas, for example, traditional types 
of connections between families are found, with 
most people knowmg most others on a personal 
basis. SinuJarly.Young and Wilmott's (1957) 
FarruJy and KinshJp m East London, found strong 
connections amongst working class families in 
the city. 

However, although Wirth accepted this, he 
argued that the more these areas became 
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absorbed into the wider patterns of city life, the 
less such community characteristics would 
survive. The urban way of life weakens bonds of 
kinship, thus eroding families , communities are 
dissolved and the traditional bases of social 
solidarity are rendered ineffective. Wirth was not 
blind to the benefits of urbanism. He saw that 
modern cities were centres of freedom, 
toleration and progress, but he also saw that 
urbanism spread beyond city boundaries, as the 
process of suburbanization, with all of its 
necessary transport systems and infrastructure, 
shows. And in that sense, modern societies 
themselves are necessarily shaped by the forces 
of urbanism. 

Critical points 
Critics have pointed out the limitations ofWirth's 
ideas on urbanism. Like the ecological 
perspective, with which it has much in common, 
Wirth's thesis is rooted in the experience of 
American cities, and cannot be seen as a 
genera! theory of city life. Urbanism is not the 
same at all times and all places. Ancient cities 
were quite different from modern ones, for 
example and cities in developing countries 
today are often very different from those in the 
developed ones. Critics argue that Wirth also 
exaggerates the extent of impersonality in 
modern cities. Communities involving close 

friendship or kinship links are more persistent 
than he thought Everett Hughes, a colleague of 
Wirth, said that, 'Louis used to say all those 
things about how the city is impersonal - while 
living with a whole clan of kin and friends on a 
very personal basis' (cited in Kasarda and 
Janowitz 1974: 338). Similarly; Herbert Gans 
(1963) argued that 'urban villagers' - such as 
Italian-Americans living ill inner-city Boston -
were quite commonly to be found. These critics 
question Wirth's picture of modern cities by 
showing that city life can lead to the bU11ding of 
communities rather than always destroying them. 

Contemporary significance 
Wirth's ideas have deservedly enjoyed wide 
currency; The impersonality of many day-to-day 
contacts in modern cities is undeniable and, to 
some degree, this is true of social life more 
generally; His theory is also important for its 
recognition that urbanism is not just one part of 
society, but actually expresses and influences 
the character of the wider social system. Given 
the expanding process of urbanization in many 
developing countries and the fact that a majority 
of people in the developed world already live in 
urban areas, Wirth's ideas will continue to be a 
reference point for sociologists looking to 
understand urbanism as a way oflife. 

centre of large cities. Once the offices have 
been built, and the central area 'redevel
oped', investors look for potential for further 
speculative building elsewhere. Often what 
is profitable in one period will not be so in 
another, when the financial climate 
changes. 

However, it was only made possible, Harvey 
argues, because of government decisions to 
provide tax concessions to home-buyers 
and construction firms, and by the setting 
up of special credit arrangements by finan
cial organizations. These provided the basis 
for the building and buying of new homes 
on the peripheries of cities, and at the same 
time promoted demand for industrial prod
ucts such as the motorcar. In recent years, 
Harvey (2006) has applied his theory of 
uneven spatial development to global 
inequalities between the relatively rich 
countries of the northern hemisphere and 
the relatively poor developing countries in 
the south. The turn towards neoliberal 
ideas, as for example in the USA and UK in 

The activities of private home-buyers are 
strongly influenced by how far, and where, 
business interests buy up land, as well as by 
rates of loans and taxes fixed by local and 
central government. After the Second World 
War, for instance, there was a vast expansion 
of suburban development in major cities in 
the United States. This was partly due to 
ethnic discrimination and the tendency of 
whites to move away from inner-city areas. 



the 1970s and '80s, has, he argues, laid bare 
the 'myth' that developing countries just 
need to 'catch up with the West'. Such a 
neoliberal political agenda shows that gross 
inequalities are built into the global capital
ist economy_ 

Urbanism and social movements 

Like Harvey, Castells stresses that the spatial 
form of a society is closely linked to the over
all mechanisms of its development. To 
understand cities, we have to grasp the 
processes whereby spatial forms are created 
and transformed. The layout and architec
tural features of cities and neighbourhoods 
express struggles and conflicts between 
different groups in society. In other words, 
urban environments represent symbolic 
and spatial manifestations of broader social 
forces (Tonkiss 2006). For example, sky
scrapers may be built because they are 
expected to provide profit, but the giant 
buildings also 'symbolise the power of 
money over the city through technology and 
self-confidence and are the cathedrals of 
the period of rising corporate capitalism' 
(Castells 1983: !O3). 

In contrast to the Chicago sociologists, 
Castells sees the city not only as a distinct 
location - the urban area - but also as an 
integral part of processes of collective 
consumption, which in turn are an inherent 
aspect of industrial capitalism. Schools, 
transport services and leisure amenities are 
ways in which people collectively 'consume' 
the products of modern industry. The taxa
tion system influences who is able to buy or 
rent where, and who builds where. Large 
corporations, banks and insurance compa~ 

nies, which provide capital for building 
projects, have a great deal of power over 
these processes. But government agencies 
also directly affect many aspects of city life, 
by building roads and public housing, plan
ning green belts, on which new develop
ment cannot encroach, and so forth. The 
physical shape of cities is thus a product 
of both market forces and the power of 
government. 

But the nature of the created environ
ment is not just the result of the activities of 
wealthy and powerful people. Castells 
stresses the importance of the struggles of 
underprivileged groups to alter their living 
conditions. Urban problems stimulate a 
range of social movements, concerned with 
improving housing conditions, protesting 
against air pollution, defending parks and 
green belts and combating building devel
opment that changes the nature of an area. 
For example, Castells studied the gay move
ment in San Francisco, which succeeded in 
restructuring neighbourhoods around its 
own cultural values - allowing many gay 
organizations, clubs and bars to flourish -
and gaining a prominent position in local 
politics. 

Cities, Harvey and Castells both empha
size, are almost wholly 'artificial' environ
ments, constructed by people. Even most 
rural areas do not escape the influence 
of human intervention and modern 
technology, for human activity has 
reshaped and reordered the world of nature. 
Food is not produced for local inhabitants, 
but for national and international markets; 
and in mechanized farming, land is rigor
ously subdivided and specialized in its use, 
ordered into physical patterns, which have 
little relationship to natural features of the 
environment. Those who live on farms and 
in isolated rural areas are economically, 
politically and culturally tied to the larger 
society, however different some of their 
modes of behaviour may be from those of 
city-dwellers. 

Evaluation 

The views of Harvey and Castells have been 
widely debated, and their work has been 
important in redirecting urban analysis. In 
contrast to the ecologists' approach, it puts 
emphasis not on 'natural' spatial processes, 
but on how land and the created environ
ment reflect social and economic systems of 
power. This marks a significant shift of 
emphasis. Yet the ideas of Harvey and 



Castells are often stated in a highly abstract 
way, and have not stimulated such a large 
variety of research studies compared with 
the work ofthe Chicago School. 

In some ways, the views set out by Harvey 
and Castells and those of the Chicago 
School usefully complement each other, 
and can be combined to give a comprehen
sive picture of urban processes. The 
contrasts between city areas described in 
urban ecology do exist, as does the overall 
impersonality of city life. But these are 
more variable than the members of the 
Chicago School thought, and are primarily 
governed by the social and economic 
influences analysed by Harvey and Castells. 
John Logan and Harvey Molotch (1987) 
suggested an approach that directly 
connects the perspectives of authors like 
Harvey and CasteIls with some features of 
the ecological standpoint. They agree with 
Harvey and Castells that broad features of 
economic development, stretching nation· 
ally and internationally, affect urban life in 
quite a direct way. But these wide-ranging 
economic factors, they argue, are focused 
through local organizations, including 
neighbourhood businesses, banks and 
government agencies, together with the 
activities of individual house-buyers. 

Places - land and buildings - are bought 
and sold, according to Logan and Molotch, 
just like other goods in modern societies, 
but the markets which structure city envi
ronments are influenced by how different 
groups of people want to use the property 
they buy and sell. Many tensions and con
flicts arise as a result of this process - and 
these are the key factors structuring city 
neighbourhoods. For instance, in modern 
cities, Logan and Molotch point out, large 
financial and business firms continually try 
to intensify land-use in specific areas. The 
more they can do so, the more there are 
opportunities for land speculation and for 
the profitable construction of new build
ings. These companies have little concern 
with the social and physical effects of their 
activities on a given neighbourhood - with 

whether or not, for example, attractive older 
residences are destroyed to make room for 
large new office blocks. The growth 
processes fostered by big firms involved in 
property development often go against the 
interests of local businesses or residents, 
who may attempt actively to resist them. 
People come together in neighbourhood 
groups in order to defend their interests as 
residents. Such local associations may 
campaign for the extension of zoning res
trictions, block new building encroaching 
on parks, or press for more favourable rent 
regulations. 

The development of the 
city 

Although there were great cllles in the 
ancient world, like Athens and Rome in 
Europe, city life, as we now know it, is very 
different from that experienced in previous 
ages. As early sociologists like Simmel and 
Tannies showed, the development of the 
modern city changed the way in which 
humans felt and thought about the world 
and the ways in which they interacted with 
one another. In this section we look at the 
development of the city from its beginnings 
in traditional societies to the most recent 
trends in urban development across the 
world. 

Cities in traditional societies 

The world's first cities appeared around 3500 
BCE, in the river valleys of the Nile in Egypt, 
the Tigris and Euphrates in what is now Iraq, 
and the Indus in what is today Pakistan. 
Cities in traditional societies were very small 
by modern standards. Babylon, for example, 
one of the largest ancient Near Eastern 
cities, extended over an area of only 3.2 
square miles and at its height, around 2000 
BCE, probably numbered no more that 
15,000- 20,000 people. Rome under Emperor 
Augustus in the first century BCE was easily 
the largest pre-modern city outside China, 



Cityscape of the modern megalopolis. How does it feel to you - a desolate concrete jungle or 
the very pinnacle of human achivement? 

with some 300,000 inhabitants - the size of a 
'small' modern city today. 

Most cities of the ancient world shared 
certain common features. High walls, that 
served as a military defence and empha
sized the separation of the urban commu
nity from the countryside, usually 
surrounded them. The central area was 
usually occupied by a religious temple, a 
royal palace, government and commercial 
buildings and a public square. This ceremo
nial, commercial and political centre was 
sometimes enclosed within a second, inner 
wall and was usually too small to hold more 
than a minority of the citizens. Although it 
usually contained a market, the centre was 
different from the business districts found 
at the core of modern cities, because the 
main buildings were nearly always religious 
and political (Sjoberg 1960, 1963; Fox 1964; 
Wheatley 1971). 

The dwellings of the ruling class or elite 
tended to be concentrated near the centre. 
The less privileged groups lived towards the 
perimeter of the city or outside the walls, 
moving inside if the city came under attack. 
Different ethnic and religious communities 
were often allocated to separate neighbour
hoods, where their members both lived and 
worked. Sometimes these neighbourhoods 
were also surrounded by walls. Communi
cations among city-dwellers were erratic. 
Lacking any form of printing press, public 
officials had to shout at the tops of their 
voices to deliver pronouncements. 'Streets' 
were usually strips of land on which no one 
had yet built. A few traditional civilizations 
boasted sophisticated road systems link
ing various cities, but these existed mainly 
for military purposes, and transportation 
for the most part was slow and limited. 
Merchants and soldie rs were the only 
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people who regularly travelled over long 
distances. 

While cities were the main centres for 
science, the arts and cosmopolitan culture, 
their influence over the rest of the country 
was always weak, No more than a tiny 
proportion of the population lived in the 
cities, and the division between cities and 
countryside was pronounced, By far the 
majority of people lived in small rural 
communities and rarely encountered more 
than the occasional state official or 
merchant from the towns, 

Industrialization and urbanization 

The contrast between the largest modern 
cities and those of pre-modern civilizations 
is extraordinary. The most populous cities in 
the industrialized countries number almost 
20 million inhabitants, A conurbation - a 
cluster of cities and towns forming a contin
uous network - may include even larger 
numbers of people, The peak of urban life 

- - - - World 
-- Africa 
--Asia 

- -- Europe 
-- Latin America and the Caribbean 

,--
-- Northern America 

- Oceania 

'--- ~ 

----------------- -- ---
- -- ------

today is represented by what is called the 
megalopolis, the 'city of cities', The term was 
originally coined in ancient Greece to refer 
to a city-state that was planned to be the 
envy of all civilizations, but in current usage 
it bears little relation to that utopia, The 
term was first applied in relation to the 
north-eastern seaboard of the United 
States, a conurbation covering some 450 
miles from north of Boston to below Wash
ington' DC, In this region, about 40 million 
people live at a density of more than 700 
persons per square mile. 

Britain was the first society to undergo 
industrialization, a process that began in 
the mid-eighteenth century, The process of 
industrialization generated increasing 
urbanization - the movement of the popu
lation into towns and cities, and away from 
the land, In 1800, fewer than 20 per cent of 
the British population lived in towns or 
cities of more than 10,000 inhabitants, By 
1900, this proportion had risen to 74 per 
cent, The capital city, London, was home to 
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Figure 6.1 Percentage of the world's population living in urban areas, 1950-2030 (projected) 

Source: United Nations Urbanization prospects, 2005. Reprinted by permission of the United Nations 
Population Division. 



about 1.1 million people in 1800; by the 
beginning of the twentieth century, it had 
increased in size to a population of more 
than 7 million. London was then by far the 
largest city ever seen in the world. It was a 
vast manufacturing, commercial and finan
cial centre at the heart of a still-expanding 
British Empire. 

The urbanization of most other Euro
pean countries and the United States took 
place somewhat later - but in some cases, 
once under way, accelerated even faster. 
In lS00, the United States was a more 
rural society than the leading European 
countries. Less than 10 per cent of the 
population lived in communities with 
populations of more than 2,500 people. 
Today, well over three-quarters of Ameri
cans do so. Between 1800 and 1900, the 
population of New York leapt from 60,000 
people to 4.S million. 

Urbanization is now a global process, into 
which developing countries are increasingly 
being drawn. In 1950, only 30 per cent ofthe 
world's population were urban-dwellers; by 
2000, this had reached 47 per cent - 2.9 
billion people - and by 2030 it is forecast to 
reach 60 per cent - some 5 billion people. In 
2007, the number of people living in urban 
areas overtook the number of people in 
rural areas. Most urbanization is now taking 
place in the developing world. The urban 
population of the less developed regions is 
expected to rise by more than 2 billion 
people between 2000 and 2030 from around 
2 to 4 billion. As figure 6.1 shows, urbaniza
tion in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean has increased particularly 
rapidly over the last 60 years, whilst the rate 
of urban population growth within devel
oped regions such as Europe and Oceania 
has slowed over the same period (United 
Nations 2005). 

The development of the modern 
city 

Only at the turn ofthe twentieth century did 
statisticians and social observers begin to 

distinguish between the town and the city. 
Cities with large populations were recog
nized to be usually more cosmopolitan than 
smaller centres, with their influence extend
ing beyond the national society of which 
they were a part. 

The expansion of cities came about 
because of population increase, plus the 
migration of outsiders from farms, villages 
and small towns. This migration was often 
international, with people moving from 
peasant backgrounds directly into cities in 
the other countries. The immigration of very 
large numbers of Europeans from poor 
farming backgrounds to the United States is 
the most obvious example. 

Cross-national immigration into cities 
was also widespread between countries in 
Europe itself. Peasants and villagers 
migrated to the towns (as they are doing on 
a massive scale in developing countries 
today) because of lack of opportunities in 
the rural areas, coupled with the apparent 
advantages and attractions of cities, where 
it was rumoured that the streets were 
'paved with gold' (jobs, wealth, a wide range 
of goods and services). Cities, moreover, 
became concentrated centres of financial 
and industrial power, entrepreneurs some
times creating new urban areas almost from 
scratch. 

The development of modern cities has 
had an enormous impact, not only on 
habits and modes of behaviour, but on 
patterns of thought and feeling. From the 
time when large urban agglomerations first 
formed, in the eighteenth century, views 
about the effects of cities on social life have 
been polarized. For many people, cities 
represent 'civilized virtue' and are the fount 
of dynamism and cultural creativity; cities 
maximize opportunities for economic and 
cultural development, and provide the 
means of living a comfortable and satisfying 
existence. For others, the city is a smoking 
inferno thronged with aggressive and mutu
ally distrustful crowds, riddled with crime, 
violence, corruption and poverty. In the late 
twentieth century, environmentalists sllch 



as Murray Bookchin (1986) have come to see 
cities as huge sprawling, environmentally 
damaging monsters that devour energy and 
generate waste at an unsustainable rate. 

See chapter 5 'The Environment' . for a 
discussion of environmental issues. 

As cities mushroomed in size, many 
people were horrified to see that inequali
ties and urban poverty seemed to intensify 
correspondingly. The extent of urban 
poverty and the vast differences between 
city neighbourhoods were among the main 
factors that prompted early sociological 
analyses of urban life. Unsurprisingly, the 
first major sociological studies of, and 
theories about, modern urban conditions 
originated in Chicago, a US city marked by 
a phenomenal rate of development - it 
grew from a virtually uninhabited area in 
the 1830s to a population of well over 2 
million by 1900 - and by very pronounced 
inequalities. 

Cities and Urban Life 

Urban trends in the developed 
world 

In this section, we consider some of the 
main patterns in Western urban develop
ment in the post-war era, using Britain and 
the United States as examples. Attention will 
focus on the rise of suburban areas, the 
decline of inner-city areas and strategies 
aimed at urban renewal. 

Sub urbanization 

In the USA, the process of suburbanization 
reached its peak in the 1950s and 1960s. The 
centres of cities during those decades had a 
10 per cent growth rate, while that of the 
suburban areas was 48 per cent. Most of the 
early movement to the suburbs involved 
white families. The enforcement of racial 
mixing in schools can be seen as a major 
factor in the decision of many whites to 
decamp from inner-city areas. Moving to 
the suburbs was an attractive option for 
families who wished to put their children in 
all-white schools. Even today, American 
suburbs remain mostly white. 

Many Victorians saw the newly industrializing cities such as Manchester and Leeds as sewers 
of degeneration and vice . 
................................................................. .... ............................................................. 



However, the white domination of subur
bia in the United States is being eroded as 
more and more members of ethnic minori
ties move there. An analysis of data from the 
US 2000 Census showed that racial and 
ethnic minorities make up 27 per cent of 
suburban populations, up from 19 per cent 
in 1990. Like the people who began the 
exodus to suburbia in the 1950s, members 
of minority ethnic groups who move to 
the suburbs are mostly middle-class profes
sionals. They move in search of better hous
ing, schools and amenities. According to the 
chairman of the Chicago Housing Authority, 
'suburbanization isn't about race now; it's 
about class. Nobody wants to be around 
poor people because of all the problems 
that go along with poor p eopl e: poor 
schools, unsafe streets, gangs' (De Witt 
1994). 

In the UK, many of the suburbs around 
London grew up between the two world 
wars, and clustered round new roads and 
links by underground tra ins that could 
bring commuters into the centre. Some 

6.1 'Engendering' the city 

converts to the big city life have looked with 
disdain on the large expanses of suburbia, 
with their semi-detached villas and well
tended gardens blanketing the fringes of 
English cities. Others, like the poet John 
Betjeman (1906-84), celebrated the modest 
eccentri city of the architecture of the 
suburbs, and the impulse to combine the 
employment opportunities of the city with a 
mode of life connected in practical terms 
with owner-occupation and car-ownership, 
and in terms of values with traditional 
family life. 

In Britain, the migration of the residential 
population from central city areas to out
lying suburbs and dormitory towns (towns 
outside the city boundaries lived in mainly 
by people who work in the city) or villages in 
the 1970s and early 1980s meant that the 
population of Greater London dropped by 
about half a million over the period. In the 
industrial towns of the North, the rapid 
loss of manufacturing industry during 
this period also reduced the population of 
inner-city areas. At the same time, many 

Writing from a feminist perspective. several 
authors have examined how the city reflects 
the unequal gender relations in society, and 
have looked at ways to overcome this. Jo Beall 
Cl 998) has noted that if social relations, in this 
case between men and women, are 
underpinned by power, then cities 
demonstrate the correlation between power 
and space in terms of what gets built, where it 
is built, how and for whom. Beall writes: 'Cities 
are literally concrete manifestations of ideas on 
how society was, is and how it should be'. 

grew even more obvious. While the male head of 
the family commuted into the city on a daily basis, 
the women (wives) were expected to remain at 
home to care for the family. Transport links were 
built for travel between the sulourbs and the city 
centre, but little thought was given by male 
designers to transportation within the sulourbs, as a 
result of which it was more difficult for women to 
leave home (Greed 1994). 

Elizabeth Wilson (2002) has argued that the 
development of the city was not all bad for women. 
She suggests that some feminist arguments reduce 
the role of women in the city to that of passive 
victims. In fact, the development of the city 
provided opportunities that non-urban forms of life 
could not provide. With the emergence of female 
white-collar work in the city and later the 
expansion of service industries, women 
increasingly entered the workforce. Thus the city 
offered women an escape from unpaid labour at 
home that did not exist elsewhere. 

The growth of the city in the nineteenth 
century i~ associated with gender separation. 
Public life and space was dominated by men, 
who were free to travel through the city as they 
wanted. Women were not expected to be seen 
in most pulolic places, and those who were, 
were likely to be regarded as prostitutes or 
'street walkers' . As the process of 
suburbanization began, the gender separation 



smaller cities and towns grew quickly - for 
example, Cambridge, Ipswich, Norwich, 
Oxford and Leicester. The 'flight to the 
suburbs' has had dramatic implications for 
the health and vitality of both British and 
American urban centres, as we shall see. 
Sub urbanization has also affected men and 
women differently, as 'Using your sociologi
cal imagination 6.1' suggests. 

THINllING CRITICALLY 

What examples of the 'built 
environment' of cities can you think of 

that make getting around more difficult, 
particularly for women? Are these 

simply the result of male dominance in 
the architectural professions or the 

product of separate roles for men and 
women? Is Wilson right - have cities 
become more 'female-friendly' over 

time? 

Inner-city decay 

In the USA, the severe inner-city decay, 
which has marked all large cities over the 
past few decades, is a direct consequence of 
the growth of the suburbs. The movement of 
high-income groups away from the city 
centres has meant a loss of their local tax 
revenues. Since those that remain, or 
replace them, include many who are living 
in poverty, there is little scope for replacing 
that lost income. If rates are raised in the 
central city, wealthier groups and busi
nesses tend to move further out. 

This situation is worsened by the fact that 
the building stock in city centres becomes 
more run-down than in the suburbs, crime 
rates rise and there is higher unemploy
ment. More must therefore be spent on 
welfare services, schools, the upkeep of 
buildings and police and fire services. A 
cycle of deterioration develops in which the 
more that suburbia expands, the greater 
become the problems of the city centres. In 
many American urban areas the effect has 

been dramatic, particularly in the older 
cities, such as New York, Boston and Wash
ington, DC. In some neighbourhoods in 
these cities, the deterioration of property is 
probably worse than in large urban areas 
anywhere else in the industrialized world. 
Decaying tenement blocks and boarded-up 
and burnt-out buildings alternate with 
empty areas ofland covered in rubble. 

In Britain, inner-city decay has been less 
marked than in the United States. Yet some 
inner-city areas are as dilapidated as many 
neighbourhoods in American cities. An 
important Church of England report, Faith 
in the City, described the inner-city areas in 
bleak terms: 

Grey walls, littered streets, boarded-up 
windows, graffiti, demolition and debris 
are the drearily standard features of the 
districts and parishes with which we are 
concerned . .. the dwellings in the inner 
cities are older than elsewhere. Roughly 
one-quarter of England's houses were 
built before 1919, but the proportion in 
the inner areas ranged from 40 to 60 per 
cent. (1985: 18) 

One reason for the decay in Britain's inner 
cities is the financial crises that have 
affected many of these areas. From the late 
1970s onwards, central government put 
strong pressure on local authorities to limit 
their budgets and to cut local services, even 
in inner-city areas most subject to decay. 
This led to intense conflicts between 
government and many of the councils that 
ran distressed inner-city areas, when they 
could not meet their set budgets. A number 
of the city councils found themselves with 
less revenue than before and were 
compelled to cut back on what were largely 
regarded as essential services. 

Inner-city decay in the UK is also related 
to changes in the global economy. More 
recently industrialized countries, such as 
Singapore, Taiwan or Mexico, often have 
much cheaper labour costs than places like 
the UK, which can make them an attractive 
location for manufacturing industry. In 



Global economic restructuring led to the deterioration of many inner-city areas in the 1970s 
and '80s. 

response to this, over the past few decades, 
some already industrialized nations - for 
example, Japan and (West) Germany -
shifted their economies to the kinds of 
activity that require a high level of capital 
investment and a highly skilled, well
educated workforce. 

In an important study, Inside the Inner
City, Paul Harrison (1983) examined the 
impact of these global changes on Hackney, 
still one of London's poorest boroughs. The 
1970s saw a dramatic decline in Hackney's 
manufacturing sector, paraUeling a national 
decline. The number of manufacturing jobs 
in the borough dropped from 45,500 in 1973 
to 27,400 in 1981-a fall of 40 per cent, Until 
the mid-1970s, Hackney's male unemploy
ment rate was rough ly level with the 
national average; by 1981 it had risen to 17.1 
per cent (50 per cent above the average). As 
the number of people out of work increased, 
so too did the number of people living in 
poverty. Harrison summarizes the effects 

of such a concentration of disadvantaged 
people: 

[Ljocal government poor in resources and 
sometimes in the quality of staffing; a poor 
health service, since doctors cannot find a 
decent accommodation or much in the 
way of private practice; a low level of 
educational attainment due primarily to 
poor home backgrounds and the low 
average ability in schools; and, finally, high 
levels of crime, vandalism and family 
breakdown, and, wherever communities of 
divergent cultures live together, conflicts 
based on religion or race, (1 983: 23-4) 

Sometimes these mUltiple disadvantages 
overlap to such an extent that they burst 
forth openly in the form of urban conflict 
and riots. 

For more on the proble ms arising from 
inner-city decay, see chapter 11 , 
'Stratification and Social Class', and 
chapter 12, 'Poverty, Social Exclusion and 
Welfare', 



Riots and urban unrest 

In an era of globalization, population move
ment and rapid change, large cities have 
become concentrated and intensified 
expressions of the social problems that afflict 
society as a whole. All too often, the 'invisible' 
fault-lines within cities, generally created by 
unemployment and racial tension, undergo 
the equivalent of social earthquakes. 
Simmering tensions flare to the surface. 
sometimes violently in the form of riots, loot
ing and widespread destruction. 

This occurred in the USA in the spring of 
1992, when riots engulfed parts of Los 
Angeles. Similarly, in 2005, some 5,000 
people in Sydney, Australia were involved in 
disturbances (known as the Cronulla Riots) 
following reports of intimidatory behaviour 
by 'outsiders', said to be Middle Eastern 
youths, and the involvement of right -wing 
groups within the crowds that assembled to 
protest. While riots are generally relatively 
disorganized protests involving violence, 
urban unrest can take other forms, often 
turning into political protests, and they are 
certainly not limited to the developed coun
tries. For example, Tiananmen Square in 
Beijing, China was the scene of protests by 
students in 1989 calling for political reform, 
and other activists campaigning against 
corruption. Between 1,000 and 3,000 people 
were killed in the military crackdown during 
and following the ending ofthe protest. 

Many cities across the world have 
witnessed urban unrest in the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first centuries. In an age of 
globalization, cities have become key sites 
for symbolic protests, demonstrations and 
unrest associated with ethnic tensions, 
which are seen across the world via television 
and the Internet. Such protests have 
occurred within a number of European soei
eties. For example, ethnic tensions fuelled by 
decaying infrastructure and housing led to 
rioting in many French cities in late 2005, 
reigniting debates across Europe on immi
gration and relations between ethnic groups. 
In Britain, neighbourhood riots have taken 

place in Brixton, South London, in 1981, 1985 
and 1995; in Ely, Cardiff in 1991; in Oldham, 
Burnley and Lidget Green in Bradford in 2001 
and in Birmingham in 2005. The 200 I riots in 
Bradford involved clashes between members 
of different cultural and ethnic backgrounds, 
attacks upon the police and the destruction 
of property. 

Following the UK riots in 2001, the 
government set up a Community Cohesion 
Review Team, chaired by Ted Cantle, to 
produce a report into the causes of the riots. 
The report found a deep polarization 
between different ethnic communities in 
Britain's urban areas. It argued that many 
aspects of people's everyday lives 
compounded this split; for example, having 
separate educational arrangements, volun
tary bodies, employment patterns, places of 
worship and language. A Muslim of 
Pakistani origin, interviewed for the report, 
summed this up, saying: 'When I leave this 
meeting with you I will go home and not see 
another white face until I come back here 
next week.' The report argued: 

In such a climate, there has been little 
attempt'to develop clear values which 
focus on what it means to be a citizen of a 
modern multi-racial Britain and many still 
look backwards to some supposedly 
halcyon days of a mono-cultural society, 
or alternatively look to their country of 
origin for some form of identity. 

The report suggested that greater 
community cohesion is needed, based 
upon knowledge of, contact between and 
respect for the various cultures that make 
up the UK. To do this, it 'is also essential to 
establish a greater sense of citizenship, 
based on (a few) common principles which 
are shared and observed by all sections of 
the community. This concept of citizen
ship would also place a higher value on 
cultural differences.' To achieve these 
aims, the report called for a well-resourced 
national debate, heavily influenced by 
younger people, and expressed the hope 
that this debate would lead to a new 



CITIES AND URBAN LIFE 

conception of citizenship, creating a more 
coherent approach to issues like educa
tion, housing, regeneration and employ
ment (Cantle 2001). What we can gather 
from this report is that what are commonly 
seen as random acts of violence and 
destruction can arise from serious under
lying social and economic causes that just 
need the trigger of a local event to spark 
protests. Attempts to tackle these underly
ing causes have led to programmes of 
urban renewal. 

See chapter 15. 'Race, Ethnici ty and 
Migration', for a more detaile d 
discussion of multiculturalisrn and ethnic 
re lations . 

Urban renewal 

What kind of approach should local, 
regional and national governments take in 
addressing the complex problems crippling 
inner cities? How can the rapid expansion of 
outlying suburban areas be checked to 
prevent the erosion of green areas and coun
tryside? A successful urban renewal policy is 
particularly challenging because it demands 
simultaneous action on multiple fronts. 

In many developed countries, a range of 
national schemes - involving, for example, 
grants for the rehabilitation of houses by 
their owners or tax incentives to attract 
business - have been introduced to try to 
revive the fortunes of the inner cities. Over 
the last few decades a range of government 
programmes has been launched that 
pursue different methods of urban regener
ation. The UK Conservative government's 
J\ction for Cities' programme of 1988, for 
example, looked more to private investment 
and free market forces to generate improve
ment than to state intervention. However, 
the response from business was much 
weaker than anticipated. Because of the 
seeming intractabiliry of many of the prob
lems facing the inner cities, there has been a 
tendency for programmes to be frequently 
dropped or replaced when results are not 
quick to arrive. 

Studies indicate that, apart from the odd 
showpiece project, providing incentives 
and expecting private enterprise to do the 
job is ineffective as a way of tackling the 
fundamental social problems generated 
by the central cities. So many oppressive 
circumstances come together in the inner 
city that reversing processes of decay once 
they have got under way is in any case 
exceedingly difficult. Investigations into 
inner-city decay, such as the Scarman 
Report on the 1981 Brixton riots, have noted 
the lack of a coordinated approach to inner
city problems (Scarman 1982). Without 
major public expenditure - which is 
unlikely to be forthcoming from govern
ment - the prospects for radical improve
ment are slender indeed (Macgregor and 
Pirnlott 1991). 

The 1997 Labour government launched 
two main regeneration funds: the new deal 
for communities and the neighbourhood 
renewal fund . Other sources of funding 
focused on specific activities are also impor
tant in aiding urban renewal, including 
money from the National Lottery, funding for 
action zones in health, employment and 
education, and Housing Corporation cash for 
new social housing, 60 per cent of which has 
to support regeneration schemes. An impor
tant difference between current programmes 
and earlier schemes is that the earlier proj
ects tended to focus on physical aspects of 
regeneration, particularly hOUSing, whereas 
later programmes have tried to stimulate 
both social and economic regeneration. 

The new deal for communities is the 
Labour government's flagship regeneration 
scheme. Launched in 1998, there are 
currently some 39 communities with proj
ects across the UK. The main goal of the 
programme is to reduce disadvantages in 
the poorest areas by focusing on five specific 
issues: poor job prospects, high levels of 
crime, educational under-achievement, 
poor health and problems with housing and 
the physical environment. The Neighbour
hood Renewal Fund, which began in 200!, 
targets the most deprived urban areas, 



aiming to narrow the gap between deprived 
areas and the rest of England (Neighbour
hood Renewal Unit 2004). 

A number of questions remain about 
the effectiveness of such regeneration 
schemes. How can top-down government 
programmes gain the backing and involve
ment of local people that is usually crucial 
to their success? Can public cash really 
stimulate local economies and create jobs? 
How can regeneration schemes prevent 
displacin g problems from one area to 
another (Weaver 200!)? 

Gentrification and 'urban recycling' 

Urban recycling - the refurbishing or 
replacement of old buildings and new uses 
for previously developed land - has become 
common in large cities. Occasionally this 
has been attempted as part of planning 
programmes, but more often it is the result 
of gentrification - the renovation of build
ings in dilapidated city neighbourhoods for 
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use by those in higher income groups, plus 
the provision of amenities like shops and 
restaurants to serve them. The gentrifica
tion of inner-city areas has occurred in 
many cities in Britain, the USA and other 
developed nations, and seems set to 
continue in years to come. 

[n the USA, the sociologist Elijah Ander
son analysed the impact of gentrification in 
his book Streetwise: Race, Class, and Change 
in an Urban Community (1990). While the 
renovation of a neighbourhood generally 
increases its value, it rarely improves the 
living standards of its current low-income 
residents, who are usually forced to move 
out. [n the Philadelphia neighbourhood 
that Anderson studied, many black resi
dences were condemned, forcing more than 
1,000 people to leave. Although they were 
told that their property would be used to 
build low-cost housing that they would be 
given the first opportunity to buy, instead 
large businesses and a high school now 
stand there. 

The poor residents who continued to live 
in the neighbourhood received some 
benefits in the form of improved schools and 
police protection, but the resulting increase 
in taxes and rents finally forced them to leave 
for a more affordable neighbourhood, most 
often into areas of greater social exclusion. 
Black residents interviewed by Anderson 
expressed resentment at the influx of 
'yuppies', whom they held responsible for the 
changes that drove the poorer people away. 

The white newcomers had come to the 
city in search of cheap 'antique' housing, 
closer access to their city-based jobs, and a 
trendy urban lifestyle. They professed to be 
'open-minded' about racial and ethnic 
differences; in reality, however, little frater
nizing took place between the new and 
old residents unless they were of the 
same social class. Since the black residents 
were mostly poor and the white residents 
were middle class, class differences were 
compounded by ethnic ones. While some 
middle-class blacks lived in the area, most 
who could afford to do so chose a more 



suburban lifestyle, fearing that they would 
otherwise receive from whites the same 
treatment that was reserved for the black 
underclass. Over time, the neighbourhood 
was gradually transformed into a white 
middle-class enclave. 

One reason behind gentrification is 
demographic. Young professional people 
are choosing to marry and start families 
later in life; as a result, more housing is 
needed for individuals and couples, rather 
than for families. In the UK, the government 
predicts that an additional 3.8 million 
households will have formed between 1996 
and 2021 (Urban Task Force 1999). Because 
young people are having families later and 
their careers often demand long hours in 
inner-city office buildings, life in suburbia 
becomes more of an inconvenience than an 
asset. Affluent childless couples are able to 
afford expensive housing in refurbished 
inner-city areas and may even prefer to 
build lifestyles around the high -quality 
cultural, culinary and entertainment 
options available in city centres. Older 
couples whose children have left home may 
also be tempted back into inner-city areas 
for similar reasons. 

It is important to note that the process of 
gentrification parall els another trend 
discussed earlier: the transformation of the 
urban economy from a manufacturing to a 
service- industri es base. AddreSSing the 
concerns of the victims of these economic 
changes is critical for the survival of the 
cities. 

In London, Docklands has been a notable 
example of'urban recycling'. The Docklands 
area in East London occupies some eight 
and a half square miles of territory adjoining 
the Thames - deprived of its economic func
tion by dock closures and industrial decline. 
Docklands is close to the financial district of 
the City of London, but also adjoins poor, 
working-class areas on the other side. From 
the 1960s onwards there were intense 
battles - which continue today - about what 
should happen to the area. Many living in or 
close to Docklands favoured redevelopment 

by means of community development proj
ects, which would protect the interests of 
poorer residents. In the event, with the 
setting up of the Docklands Development 
Corporation in 1981, the region became a 
central part of the Conservative govern
ment's strategy of encouraging private 
enterprise to play the prime part in urban 
regeneration. The constraints of planning 
requirements and regulations were deliber
ately relaxed. The area today is covered in 
modern buildings, often adventurous in 
design. Warehouses have been converted 
into luxury flats, and new blocks have been 
constructed alongside them. A very large 
office development, visible from many 
other parts of London, has been con
structed at Canary Wharf. Yet amid the glit
ter there are still dilapidated buildings and 
empty stretches of wasteland. Office space 
quite often lies empty, as do some ofthe new 
dwellings which have proved unsaleable at 
the prices they were originally projected to 
fetch . The boroughs of the Docklands have 
some of the poorest housing in the country, 
but many people living in such housing 
argue that they have benefited little from 
the construction that has gone on around 
them. 

In the USA, developers are buying up 
abandoned industrial warehouses in cities 
from Milwaukee to Philade lphia and 
converting them into expensive residential 
loft and studio apartments. The creation of 
vibrant public spaces within the blighted 
urban centres of Baltimore and Pittsburgh 
has been heralded as a triumph of urban 
renewal. Yet, it is difficult to conceal the 
deprivation that remains in neighbour
hoods just blocks away from these revital
ized city centres. 

Arguing against developments such as 
Docklands in his book about the history of 
the city, The Conscience of the Eye (1993), 
Richard Sennett argued that attempts 
should be made by urban planners to 
preserve, or to return to, what he calls 'the 
humane city'. The large, impersonal build
ings in many cities turn people inwards, 



Cities with more than 10 million inhabitants, 1975, 2005 and 2015 (projected) 

Population (thousands) Population (thousands) Population (thousands) 

Rank Agglomeration Country 1975 Rank Agglomeration Country 2005 Rank Agglomeration Country 2015 

Tokyo japan 26615 'lbkyo japan 35197 Tokyo japan 35494 

2 New York United States 15880 2 Ciudadde MeXIco 19411 2 Mumbai India 21869 
of America Mexico (Bonthay) 

(MeXICO City) 

3 Ciudadde Mexico 10 690 3 New York United States 18718 3 Ciudadde Mexico 21568 
Mexico of America Mexico 
(MeXICO City) (Mexico City) 

4 Sao Paulo Brazil 18399 4 Sao Paulo Brazil 20596 

5 Mumbai India 18 196 5 New York United States 19876 
(Bonthay) of America 

6 Delhi India 15048 6 Delhi India 18604 

7 Shanghal China 14503 7 Shanghal China 17 225 

8 Kolkata (Calcutta) India 14277 8 Kolkata (Calcutta) India 16980 

9 Jakarta Indonesia 132 15 9 Dhaka Bangladesh 16842 

10 Buenos AIres Argentina 12550 10 Jakarta Indonesia 16822 

11 Dhaka Bangladesh 12430 II Lagos Nigeria 16 141 

12 Los Angeles United States 12298 12 Karaclu Paldstan 15 155 
of America 

13 Karacru Pakistan 11608 13 Buenos Aires Argentina 13396 

14 Rio de Janerro Brazil II 469 14 Al-Qahirah(Cairo) Egypt 13138 

15 Osaka-Kobe Japan 1I 268 15 Los Angeles United States 13095 
of America 

16 Al-Qahirah (Cairo) Egypt 11 128 16 Manila Philippines 12917 

17 Lagos Nigeria 10 886 17 Beijing China 12850 

18 Beijing China 107 17 18 Rio de Janeiro Brazil 12770 

19 Manila Philippines 10 686 19 Osaka-Kobe Japan 11309 

20 Moskva (Moscow Russian 10 654 20 Istanbul Thrkey II 211 
Federation 

21 Moskva (Moscow) Russian 11022 
Federation 

22 Guangzhou, China IQ 420 
Guangdong 

Source: Uruted Nations World Urbanization Prospects, 2005. Reprinted by permission of the United Nations Populanon Division. 



away from one another. But cities can turn 
people outwards, putting them into contact 
with a variety of cultures and ways oflife. We 
should seek to create city streets that are not 
only unthreatening but also 'full of life', in a 
way that 'traffic arteries, for all their rushing 
vehicular motion, are not'. The suburban 
shopping mall with its standardized walk
ways and shops is just as remote from 
'the humane city' as is the traffic highway. 
Sennett argues that we should instead draw 
our inspiration from older city areas, like 
those found in many Italian city centres, 
which are on a human scale and mix diver
sity with elegance of design. 

Urbanization in the developing 
world 

The world's urban population could reach 
almost 5 billion people by 2030 and the 
United Nations estimates that almost 4 
billion of these urban dwellers will be resi
dents of cities in the developing world. As 
table 6.1 shows, most of the twenty-two 
cities projected to have more than 10 
million residents by 2015 are located in the 
developing world. 

Manuel Caste lis (1996) refers to megaci
ties as one of the main features of third 
millennium urbanization. They are not 
defined by their size alone - although they 
are vast agglomerations of people - but also 
by their role as connection points between 
enormous human populations and the 
global economy. Megacities are intensely 
concentrated pockets of activity through 
which politics, media, communications, 
finances and production flow. According to 
Castells, megacities function as magnets for 
the countries or regions in which they are 
located. People are drawn towards large 
urban areas for various reasons; within 
megacities are those who succeed in 
tapping into the global system and those 
who do not. Besides serving as nodes in the 
global economy, megacities also become 
'depositories of all these segments of the 
population who fight to survive'. For ex-

ample, Mumbai in India is a burgeoning 
employment and financial centre and home 
to the extraordinarily popular Bollywood 
film industry. It is a thriving and expanding 
city with exactly the kind of magnetic attrac
tion that Castells talks of (see 'Global Society 
6.1'). 

THINKING CRITICALLY 

How does Mumbai compare with the 
megacities of the industrialized world? 
Are there similarities between Mumbai 

and, say, Los Angeles (see 'Global 
Society 6.3' below) , London, Tokyo or 
New York? What seem to be the main 

differences? Does India's current 
position within the global capitalist 

economy effectively prevent Mumbai 
from 'closing the wealth gap'? 

One of the largest urban settlements in 
history is currently being formed in Asia in 
an area of50,000 square kilometres reaching 
from Hong Kong to mainland China, the 
Pearl River Delta and Macao. Although the 
region has no formal name or adminis
trative structure, by 1995 it had already 
encompassed a population of 50 million 
people. According to Manuel Castells, it is 
poised to become one of the most signifi
cant industrial , business and cultural 
centres of the century. 

Caste lis points to several interrelated 
factors that help to explain the emergence 
of this enormous conurbation. First, China 
is undergOing an economic transformation, 
and Hong Kong is one of the most important 
'nodal points' linking China into the global 
economy. Next, Hong Kong's role as a 
global business and financial centre has 
been growing as its economic base shifts 
away from manufacturing towards services. 
Finally, between the mid-1980s and the 
mid-1990s, Hong Kong industrialists initi
ated a dramatic process of industrialization 
within the Pearl River Delta. More than 6 
million people are employed in 20,000 
factories and 10,000 firms. The result of 



Global Society 6 .1 Mumbai - a megacity in the developing world 

India gained independence from British colonial 
rule in 1947 , at a time when the country was 
relatively poor and underdeveloped. Since 
independence, the country has changed quite 
dramatically and nowhere is this change seen more 
than in Mumbai, a megacity of some 12 million 
people in an urban area with more than 21 million 
inhabitants. Like other such cities across the world, 
Mumbai is a place of often stark contrasts between 
rich and poor. The article below, written for the 
60th anniversary of independence in 2007 , 
explores Mumbai's present and future. 

Can India close the wealth gap? 
Sixty years after India was freed from British colonial 
rule, the country's economy is booming. But will the 
wealth be shared more equally in the future? 

Not enough 
In Mumbai, India 's financial capital, symbols of 
India 's economic success are all around - from 

flashy billboards advertising the latest perfumes to 
trendy young women dressed in the latest Thmmy 
jeans. The India of today is vibrant, confident and 
ambitious - and not afraid to show it. 

Take Rishi Rajani for example. The 30-
something garment tycoon based in Mumbai and 
Denmark is a self-confessed workaholic who also 
loves the good life. His latest acquisition is a black 
Porsche sports car, which he drives through the 
streets of Mumbai. In the money capital of India, 
flaunting your wealth is now fashionable. Mr 
Rajani has always dreamed of owning the 
mean machine, and now his dream is a reality 
thanks to the success of the economy and his 
business. 

'I work hard, you know, for my money', he 
says. 'And I need a reward. This is my reward. 

'But it's not enough. My next goal? A yacht. That's 
when I'll know I've really made it. I'm already 
working towards it: 

Extremes of wealth and poverty exist side-by-side in many cities of the developing world. 



Fast c ity 
This is the stuff dreams are made of. Fast life, fast 
city - money in Mumbai cannot be spent or made 
quickly enough. And it is this dream that leads 
millions of migrants to the city every single day. 
They come here in packs, having heard legendary 
tales of Mumbai's streets being paved with gold. 
Travelling thousands of miles by train, they leave 
behind their families, their friends and their 
desperate lives. Many end up in the one of the city's 
numerous slums and struggling to survive by 
doing odd jobs on the street. The city they came to 
conquer, ends up engulfing them. 

Demolition job 
Saunji Kesarwadi is a potter by profession who 
lives in a 10 x 10-foot flat in Dharavi, Asia's biggest 
slum. In this box, he works and supports a family of 
six who live in the attic. Barely eking out an 
existence, he fears being thrown out of his home to 
make way for development. 

'We hear the builders are coming', Mr 
Kesarwadi says as his two little girls look on. 'But no 
one has told us anything. They say they'll give us a 
flat if we sell them this land - but how can all of us 
leave? This is where my work, my life is. It may not 
be much but it's all I have.' But while life in the big 
city often falls short of expectations. thanks to the 
growth in the country's economy there are new 
opportunities in some villages. 

Rural choice 
Some 300 kilometres away from India's technology 
capital. Bangalore, lies Bellary - an industrial town 
born out of a sleepy village. When you first arrive, 
all you can see is dusty farmland for miles around. 
But behind the quiet exterior, there is a dramatic 
change afoot. 

Bellary is home to one of India's first rural 
outsourcing centres, run by Indian steel maker JSW 
Steel Limited. The organisation has started two 

• 

small operations on its Bellary campus, hiring 
young women from nearby villages to work in their 
rural processing centres. Here the girls spend their 
shifts punching in details of American patients' 
dental records, typing in a language many of them 
have only recently learned, using a machine many 
had never seen or heard of before. 

Twenty-year-old Savithri Amma has a basic high 
school diploma. She earns about $80 (£40) a 
month doing this work - the same as one of her 
peers might earn working as a house-help in 
Mumbai. For that money she has to turn up to work 
every weekday by 7 a.m. - picked up from her 
village by a JSW bus at 5 a.m. and taken home 
when her shift ends at 3 p .m. 'At first, when I 
started this job, my parents were sceptical', she 
says shyly. 'Girls here used never to go out - but 
now we can because our position in life has 
improved financially and socially thanks to our 
work here. My father makes a little more than I do 
every month. I'm proud to contribute to the family 
finances.' 

Growth promise 
In Ms Amma's village, she is looked upon as a role 
model for many of her peers. The daily evening 
prayers at the village temple are a time for her to 
reflect on her day's work, and give thanks to the 
ancient Hindu gods for her good fortune. She has 
much to be thankful for. Ms Amma is one of the 
lucky ones. she is someone who did not have to 
le ave home to battle the millions in urban India to 
survive. Growth in India's economy has to make its 
way off the streets of Mumbai and Delhi and into all 
of India's villages. Only when it does will it truly be 
here to stay - and the promise of independence will 
be met. 

Source: Karishma Vaswani, BBC News On11fle, 14 
August 2007 © bbc.co.uklnews 

these overlapping processes has been an 
'unprecedented urban explosion' (Castells 
1996). 

Why is the rate of urban growth in the 
world's lesser-developed regions so much 
higher tha n elsewhere? Two fa ctors in 

particular must be taken into account. First, 
rates of population growth are higher in 
developing countries than they are in indus
trialized nations. Urban growth is fuelled by 
high fertility ra tes among people already 
living in cities. 


