Introduction to Sociology 2

Sociology - A starting point at AS level
Sociology is the study of the individuals, groups, and institutions that make up human society.  The field of sociology covers an extremely broad range that includes every aspect of human social conditions.  Sociologists observe and record how people relate to one another and to their environments.  They also study the formation of groups; the causes of various forms of social behaviour; and the role of churches, schools, and other institutions within a society.  Sociology is a social science and is closely related to anthropology, psychology, and other social sciences.  Its origins lie in early 19th century France and the father of Sociology is seen as Auguste Comte 1798-1857.  He was influence by the turbulent days of social change that France was going through which had begun with the revolution of 1789.  Some believed that the social changes threatened the whole fabric of society.  His was an early attempt to try to understand how society functions.  He was enthused by the possibility that laws might be discovered to help society to develop and to improve.  The early name for the subject was Social Physics.  As a science [knowledge] Sociology emerged as the fourth science at a time that the ‘sciences’ were making great strives forward with human understanding of the world. E.g. Darwin’s origin of the Species was offering a new way of explaining the natural world.  Engineering and technology was using natural laws to make machines work.   Laws however were not discovered that offered the opportunity for human society to advance according to set rules.  Instead a discipline was created that posed questions about the way people organised their lives.  Theories were made, and continue to be made, about the causes and likely outcomes of human behaviour.  Sociologists first advance a theory and then try to prove the theory to be true by using various accepted research methods.  [See below].

Most sociological studies deal with the predominant attitudes, behaviour, and types of relationships within a society.  A society is a group of people who have a similar cultural background and live in a specific geographical area.  Each society has a social structure; that is, a network of interrelationships among individuals and groups.  Sociologists study these various relationships in order to determine their effect on the overall function of the society.  

Sociological data can also help explain the causes of crime, poverty, and other social problems.  The field of applied sociology deals with the use of this knowledge to develop solutions for such problems.  

Sociologists formulate theories based on observations of various aspects of society.  They use scientific methods to test these theories, but few sociological studies can be conducted in a laboratory under controlled conditions.  

The sociologist's ability to form indisputable conclusions is also limited by the diverse and changing nature of human beings and society.  As a result, many sociological studies are less precise than those in the biological and physical sciences.  This has led to their conclusions being questioned and their methods heavily scrutinised.  

Nevertheless the study of Sociology continues to be a lively subject area with continuing research being done into many different areas of human behaviour.  Virtually all UK universities offer a degree course in Sociology; it is a popular choice.  In an applied sense Sociology is a part of many related degree courses which are seeking to service a vocational need for certain occupations.  You have only to check the UCAS Big Book to note the huge number of courses that are related to Sociology E.g. Social Policy; Industrial Studies; Youth Studies; Gender Studies; Community Studies; Urban & Regional Studies etc.

TASK - Research and write down short definitions about what Sociology is about.  About one side A4 - typed.

What sociologists study

Many elements determine the general social conditions of a society.  These elements can be classified into five major areas: 

(1) population studies, 

(2) social behaviour,

(3) social institutions,

(4) cultural influences, 

(5) social change.  

1. Population studies determine the general social patterns of a group of people living within a certain geographical area.  There are two chief kinds of population studies, demography and human ecology.  Demography is the systematic study of the size, composition, and distribution of human populations.  Demographers compile and analyse various statistics, including people's ages, birth and death rates, ethnic backgrounds, migration patterns, and racial distribution.  Many demographic studies explain the effects of social conditions on the size and composition of a population.  For example, several studies of the 1900's found a direct correspondence between the growth of industrialization and a decline in the death rate.  Human ecology deals mainly with the structure of urban environments and their patterns of settlement and growth.  Studies in human ecology explain why and how cities grow and change.  

2. Social behaviour is studied extensively in the field of social psychology.  Social psychologists usually work with small groups and observe attitude change, conformity, leadership, morale, and other forms of behaviour.  They also study social interaction, which is the way the members of a group respond to one another and to other groups.  In addition, social psychologists examine the results of conflicts between groups, such as crime, prejudice, and war.  In most societies, standards of behaviour are passed on from one generation to the next.  Social psychologists observe how people adjust their behaviour to conform to these standards, a process called socialization.  Social psychologists also study social roles and status.  A social role is the function or expected behaviour of an individual within a group.  Status is a person's importance or rank.  

3. Social institutions are organised groups of people that perform a specific function within a society.  These institutions include business organisations, churches, governments, hospitals, and schools.  Each has a direct effect on the society in which it exists.  For example, the attitudes and goals of an entire society are influenced by the transmission of learning and knowledge in educational institutions.  Some branches of sociology study the influence of one particular type of institution.  These branches include the sociology of education and the sociology of law.  Each social institution has its own social structure and standards of acceptable behaviour.  Sociological studies have been conducted in factories, mental hospitals, prisons, and other institutions.  Sociologists then compare the social conditions within these institutions with those of the entire society.  

4. Cultural influences help unify a society and regulate its social life.  These cultural influences also give people a common base of communication and understanding.  The culture of a society includes its arts, customs, language, knowledge, and religious beliefs.  Sociologists study the effect of each of these elements on social conditions and behaviour.  For example, religious beliefs may determine the moral code of a society.  Sociological studies focus on the way this code regulates social behaviour and the role it plays in the establishment of a society's laws.  

5. Social change is any significant alteration in the social conditions and patterns of behaviour in a society.  Such a change may be caused by fashions, inventions, revolutions, wars, or other events and activities.  Technological developments have led to many social changes of the 1900's.  A number of sociological studies have concentrated on the changes in education, social values, and settlement patterns that occur in newly industrialised nations.  

Methods of sociological research  

Sociological theories must be tested and verified before they can be considered reliable.  Sociologists use three chief methods to test theories.  These methods are:-

(1) surveys, 

(2) controlled experiments, 

(3) field observation.  

1. Surveys, sometimes called public opinion polls, are the most widely used method of sociological research.  They measure people's attitudes about various subjects.  Sociologists often use surveys to determine the relationship between a certain viewpoint and such factors as age, education, and sex.  

Most surveys are conducted by the use of questionnaires prepared by sociologists.  These questionnaires consist of clearly worded questions about the participant's background and his or her opinions on the subject being studied.  The sociologist selects the group of individuals to be questioned.  This group, called a sample, may be chosen at random, or the group may be selected to represent a particular segment of the population.  The staff of the sociologist questions the participants personally or by telephone, or posts the questionnaires to them.  In most cases, sociologists use computers to analyse the results of surveys.  Surveys provide information on voting behaviour, consumer buying habits, racial prejudice, and many other human attitudes and activities.  Surveys are also used by sociologists to pinpoint particular social problems and to evaluate social conditions within a specific community.  

2. Controlled experiments are used primarily in the study of small groups.  Some of these experiments are conducted in a laboratory.  In most cases, two or more highly similar groups of people are studied.  The groups differ in one principal feature, which is called a variable.  The variable may be age, sex, economic background, or any other identifiable characteristic.  The sociologist observes each group to learn if the variable produces a significant difference in the attitudes and behaviour of its members.  

For example, a sociologist may theorise that groups of people of the same sex solve problems more effectively than coeducational groups.  To test this theory, three groups might be studied.  The first group would consist only of women, the second of men, and the third of an equal number of both.  The groups must be similar in such factors as age, education, and social background.  All the groups receive identical problems and instructions.  If the groups composed of members of one sex perform better consistently, the theory has been verified.  In most cases, however, sociologists test theories more extensively before forming any general conclusions.  

3. Field observation usually involves a sociologist's living in the community that he or she is studying.  Information is gathered primarily through observation and conversations with members of the community.  The sociologist also may participate in various social functions and political activities during the period of study.  The community's institutions and culture are studied, along with the attitudes, behaviour, and interactions of its members.  The sociologist then draws general conclusions about the community's social conditions and records these findings in a report called a case study.  Case studies provide reference material for sociologists who are studying similar communities.  Such information is also used in comparative sociology, a field concerned with examining the similarities and differences of two types of societies.  

Field observation provides firsthand information about a group of people, but it is the least reliable method of testing sociological theories.  Many conclusions that can be drawn about one community do not apply to other communities.  In addition, the sociologist's personal reactions to the individuals being observed may influence the conclusions.  

History
Early sociological thought.  The study of human society dates back to ancient times, but it was not considered a science until the early 1800's.  At that time, the French philosopher Auguste Comte created the term sociology.  Comte developed the theory of positivism, which held that social behaviour and events could be observed and measured scientifically.  

Many sociological theories were suggested during the 1800's.  Several of them were single-factor theories, which emphasised one factor as the controlling element of the social order.  One of the most historically important single-factor theories was economic determinism, which was developed by two German social thinkers, Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx.  This theory states that economic factors control all social patterns and institutions.  It forms much of the basis of Communism.

During the mid-1800's, sociological thought was greatly influenced by the theory of evolution.  The British philosopher Herbert Spencer concluded that the development of human society was a gradual process of evolution from lower to higher forms, much like biological evolution.  

Development of social research.  During the late 1800's, many sociologists rejected social evolution and shifted to a more scientific study of society.  The French sociologist Emile Durkheim was one of the first social thinkers to use scientific research methods.  Durkheim conducted an extensive study of suicide.  He collected demographic information from various nations and studied the relationship between their suicide rates and such factors as religion and marital status.  

In the early 1900's, the German sociologist Max Weber concluded that sociological theories must be generalisations.  He devised a method of study in which he compiled all the typical characteristics of a specific group of people.  These characteristics formed what Weber called an ideal type.  He then came to general conclusions about the group as a whole, based on what he knew about this ideal type.  

Several new schools of sociological thought gained prominence during the 1920's.  They included diffusionism, functionalism, and structuralism.  Diffusionism stressed the influence that individual societies have on each other.  Diffusionists believed that social change occurred because a society adopted various cultural traits of other societies.  

Functionalism viewed society as a network of institutions, such as marriage and religion, that are related to and dependent on one another.  According to this theory, a measurable change in one institution would cause a change in the others.  

Structuralism emphasised the social structure as the major influence on society.  Structuralist thinkers developed the idea that social roles and status determined much human behaviour.  

A sociological theory called structural-functionalism also developed during the 1920's.  This philosophy, which included elements of both structuralism and functionalism, was advanced in the 1930's by the American sociologist Talcott Parsons.  Structural-functionalism dominated sociology until the mid-1900's.  

Modern sociology.  During the mid-1900's, sociology became increasingly specialised.  Sociologists moved from studying overall social conditions to studying specific groups or types of people within a society.  Such groups as business executives, homemakers, and street gangs have been the subject of sociological studies.  

Cont/.

Sociologists also began to rely more heavily on scientific research methods.  The survey method has been greatly improved, and the use of computers has increased the efficiency of evaluating survey results.  Sociologists also have developed better methods of selecting samples.  

Social psychology is one of the most rapidly expanding fields of sociology.  Sociologists have concentrated on the study of small groups, whose social behaviour often reflects that of an entire society.  Social psychologists have expanded their use of controlled experiments, which has increased the reliability of their studies.  

Changes in lifestyles and social conditions from the 1960’s to the present day have been the subject of many sociological studies.  Various theories have been formed on such developments as the drug culture, the youth movement, and the feminist movement.  

Since the 1950's, a growing number of sociologists have called for greater efforts in the field of applied sociology.  These men and women believe that sociologists have an obligation to work toward the solution of social problems and the establishment of social justice.  
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