An Introduction to Sociology A-Level

Preparatory work and readings 


You can complete this as a word document – please email to jmc@slougheton.com before starting the A-Level in September 
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	Other than racism (and institutional racism) what other social issues are happening currently across the UK? 
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	What is your understanding of what sociology is?

I. What can sociology do?




II. What does ‘doing sociology’ look like?
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	‘unpack’ Charles’ advantages in life 






















[image: ]
	As a sociologist, it can be hard to see past your personal experiences and values 
What values that you hold might make it hard for you to be truly impartial?
(it’s okay, we are all biased…)
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	Apply a sociological imagination to something other than clothing 
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	Our present lives are very much part of our history – do you agree or disagree and why?
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	Google Harry Styles’ front cover shoot 
Now google David Beckham wears sarong
These stories are 20 years apart – has anything changed?
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	How might religious beliefs impact on someone ‘doing sociology?’
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	Write a list of things you think you need to do in order to achieve your potential in sociology this year 














Essential Reading 

In A-Level we try to ‘hit the ground running’ and having an understanding of essential sociology will stop that ‘I’m lost’ feeling 

Plus, you chose it, so we assume you want to learn more 
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Sociological thinking

The scope of sociology is enormous - and endlessy fascinating. Studying sociology
involves understanding how your own activities, elationships, beliefs and identity are
shaped by the society in which you live, but also how, in turn, your actions produce:

and change the social world around you. Sociology seeks to understand the dynamic
relationship between self and society, between individual and institution, and this sets it
apartfrom other disciplines.

Indeed, sociological thinking is different from other kinds of thinking, such as psychological
orbiological interpretations of human lfe, because sociology focuses on:

+ the structures and institutions in society

+ cultural values, social norms and beliefs

+ the processes of socialisation, our relationships, identity and social roles

+ the ways in which society and the globe are nequally divided

+ who or what holds power

+ why thereis conflictas well as order.
Mostimportantly,sociology explores the elationship between society and individuals,
between self and community, between biography and history. But how exactly do.
sociologistsdo this? They need to have a partcular and distintive ispositon - what Mills
(1959/2000) called the sociological imagination.
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ol strudure: By pasonal troubles,he meantany exprince thatpeople have i her
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The sociological imagination i, then, a quality of mind"that allows us to see what is going.
onin the world'(Mils 1959),to ask different questions, to identify connections that might
initally appear invisible, o find patterns and ask why they exist, and to use this capacity
to understand society and our own place n it The aim and the promise of the sociological
imagination s to make considered, creative and critcal connections.

The development o a sociological imagination s iberating, buttis ot always
straightiorward or easy. Indeed, having a socologicalimagination can be disturbing: once
you seethe world s socologit it hard to tum back,and you may find that some of
your fondly held assumptions about the world are deeply unsettied. The example below
ilustratesthis

Charlesis a 19-year-old White man. He achieved excellent examination resultsat school
and s the captain of his football team. Charles worked hard both at school and at his
sport. He studied every evening, took an unpaid internship over the summer, and earned
ascholarship at atop university where he could also compete in football. At universty,
Charlesis given the opportunity to take a module studying sociology. His professor talks
to the class about meritocracy - the notion that achievernents reflect ndividual talent
and commitment. Charles initially believes this to be true, and feels he earned his place at
university because he worked hard. The professor then asks the students to examine what
privileges they may have had that enabled their individual'successes. What factors might
Charles consider as he unpacks what sociologists callhis positionality? Who is Charles?
What social and economic advantages might he have had?
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Tk fora moment bout who you aresa peson. Whatis your ity background?
How i your ol sructured? Whatis your et orgin? Whst i yourgender e
you ableodied?Could any of hee factas hep you up the sl e o hld
Jou back? Mightany of the hlp explsin ny personsl oubie, s o rumphs
neltionto oureducations! achievements! These s th ypes o uestions hat
soclogitspose.

When elcting onth chllenges posed by s professr,Charls el that s succses.
cannotsimply b e s nchidua romohs: thy st ol be considered songside

the tucturlopportnities fforc 1 him by i sl psiion He wosabie o tke an
i internipbecause s prents wer midlecassan coid support himrancily.
Charess thcty and is gencer s allowed i 10tk educatonsl opportnies
‘withoutecouneringprejocice.Charksacknowiedges that s iumphs,whde ot
persorally nsinifcan, were suppored by system i ich e ecaived prvlegs hat
thers ddnothave. Thiswas unsetingfor Chaies but o deeplymoving.

Ml acknowlecdgesha he socilogclimaginationis bt erbleand magnifcent;
commenting hatwhie tallows s 0 rasp whatis going on' the work andenlfens
ourapacly o stonshment; I can b personaly challenging (19597-8Fo Chares,
s chlleging bcause s undametal bl bout s on e and i dentty -
successful hardworkng,and eve desering - were exposed.tet tis personal callenge
Isnecessaryas soclogst:one must move beyond ones o nosand see the wordina,
more consdered .
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Applying the sociological imagination

The scoe o sodlogy canbe sl ith ancter vy cample-thtof ot
inkfor moment about e cthe o1 wesing Wy i you chace s cutft
oy Socloy eches s it our exprences e sy haped sowe cannct
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cotetinhchn i e Yo iht have abbed the othes you e wearng
scause ey wer e orbecause thy wre heapd o the ot ey You it st
Vi thse ousrs o thi s, Haweve o chies v e by many actors - 50 moch
ot he deaof e cheie s el qule problematc o 0clogts. How s his
frent o thraproschs o scing othg e

studnt f gy meylook 1 exlan cthing hokes st to e et 50
ey it upon vty o 10 xplauy humans develoed o
O hey moy s coting e e a matrof et cten by bl ncesty
10atrcta mte,frexampe. Blogsts expln it peope act i crtainvays becase
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theyare born to do o, but sociologists often find such explanations worrying because.
theymay enforce dangerous teretypes bout peopl. T s ot oy thttheres o
useuless o importance nsoclogyengagingn dscssions ith blogy s we s
nChapters)

A studentof economicsor peycholgy ight ookt the stateges hat oths comparies
s o encoursge pcpie 1 buyan e ofclthng, O they might consdr th negate
efcts tht cothingchoce can have ona persons sefeste.

Sociclgits sk different questions. Theyae ctal o th e hat human behaouris:
iven purly by instint, o tatit can be exisined thoughindiidulchicealone.n
fact soclogssoften egard thes postions s eductionistand deterministc nstead,
sodologits exploe the socal ontextof tingchoce For example, you mightstart
‘npacingthe socl contextf cothing by noting thatclothing chicesaeshaped by
whatisacualy avble o buy.As ashion s bilorpound ndusty, cthingcompsries
il need 10 compete with one antherand make  proft I tum, i increass the
production and supply of clthing
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The influence of global history

Considrdete vesus necessity. How manypais o shoes doyou ave? How many do you
eed? We vty nee o wear shoes,butdo e need seveal diferent pois? The more
ey the mre proia company il make. And hes pofts r ften mad possble
by historcal founded and exiotatve working reltions A demand forcheap dothes
none countr equies someone esemakingthem chespy often n difeent counry.
Indec, the Urited Natons Chicrens Fund webste (nicefrg 2020) ighlghts the e
ofchld bour i the asionsupply chan.Socilogy eaches us tht dthingchlces
underpinned by 3 glbal e of explfaton,both econamic and cual.Some design
pins, such s Py, wereImported from coloisd counres and have been culturally
Sppropriates prt of  commercaied ashion ncusty:

Cloting fbrcs such s cotton were ky o enabling Bt tobecome prosperous .
the ndusrisl Revoluton. Cottonabicwas made i Brain copying Indan weaing
techniques,but the aw productwasgrown i he B cloies and harvested by
ensavc peopls Bhambrs, 2010 Coton il worers proletaia) i the UK were s
exploted by acoryowners (bourgeoisiel, working long hours rlw wages,often n
dangerousworking conditons. Th mass production o thes i th 19t century made
many eniepreneus ic, bt at huge cost o workers acrossthe lobe.Soxcogy therefore
Shows us that our resent ves re very much part fou istory.
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“Today, othes continue to be made n former colonies and sold so cheaply that the wages
pukdtowerkers e peruslylow Zafr 31,2016

Cotton wasgownand hrvestedon Cotton factores i Mancheser emploed
plntation n the AmerconSouthand  women andehen whospunand wove he
B ued ndi by stveabour. Importedcoton rom ave plonatons i

dongerous working condtions.
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Gender expectations

Clothes chices e asoshapec by expectaton ked o genderBaby bl and by
ikt sronglyshape how e dress newbors Lindsey, 2016 A 103 clthes shop
ol vl he extent o which these colous continu o fuenc cothing desgns nd the
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feminine clou Bked o e Vigin ) and i was consdereda masculne colou
becausef s dose asociton ored.

Socologists havefound thatonce chiden are
resed iferenty tey e reted iferenty:
chicren re socised nto gender oles
though the way ot prents chooseto dres
them Shlkineta(1985) suggest ht cthing
colous plays 3 sgnfcant i i labeling
Infant 5 boy g which i tumafects
How peopiebehavetowards hese s
Threore soclogts dferntate between
urture s nature oshow that much uman
behaviourisared, ather than precetermined.
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Whatdo you ik about the vay we colour code gender?What othe examples of
sodl gendering an you ik
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Feminists are particularly interested in how gender i represented
hrough cothingchices.Eayfemiist fought o the ight o wesr
nomesrictiv clothing and wee crial of e sch s costs,which
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Considerlo the example ofight atendants. s cnly
inarch 2019 that Vgin Alines relaed s res code
forfemaleworkers nd lloed them o wear ousers
Gender soicogist Lisa Wade noted thatfght attndants
wereorinally men {n factwomen werebanned by many
aifines) but i whenvomen cam t dominate he
profession thy were expected 10actas cheerul domestic
orkers and sexpots o enertin thelagely mae clentle
(Wade, 2017,
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Many feminists belleve that the fashion sector i highly sexist, pointing to the historical use
ofiae 2 modelsand hereproductonof nors about how woren shuldock Femist
Soclogts ofcrim,sucha CorlSart (1993), have shon how st iews about oting
Can e cangerous conequences St descibed how cgments abouta womars s
forexample,whethr dotfing s egarded s provoctie) may undemin algatons of
{apeinacoutof v g confmed by othr studes,including sbor et 201,

Feminitssuch s Sash Bk, however, uggestthat wearngheesand dressing n
3 feminin vy through gmoruschosces ofcothing can b oeratng 2 wellas
oppresive ke, 2017) Wearing eesoed talan be mpiowerin, o example.
Thisshows hat ferins ca akea varetyof postions, s mre ccate 0k
offeminms. Soclogyembraces the noton hat thesocl words complexandis
comfortatleinhaving many contested viws and postions.

Sevism mplicti gender choiesis notesticted o women How might gendernlence
mens clothingchoics! n 18¢-century Europ, meris fasion was o exriaganthan

womens,s0why did t become mre unform ovr time? s kel ht a men et blged
ohov theyverefocused o wor her cothe became more understaed.They may ko
Pave chosent disly thele it thoughthe waythttheirives wre ressed

It posible o arge that men resll mre constinedthan women nthef lthing
Choices,yet genderboundarisnclothing re not o cerydefnd any more.Mostshops
are sl cided o ensand omenssecton,but choces re not oty bournd by
these categories.In 1996 Engand footballe Davi Beckbam famously atraced atenton
‘when hewre 3 stong. e descrbed tisas s wors menswearmistoke; but e argues
httoda i one would tin vic abou .14 el s much abot the possilyof
socialchange.However gender diferences inlothing remain pervasive a evidenced by
thecontrovrsy - bth riciam and pas - that singer Hary Sty crested when e wore
a s anthe fontcoverof ogue 2020,
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Social class and social control

Fashionissometing we sl engage i whetherwe ke o not,Even choosing nct o
botherabootfasion makes o sttement Bu fashion elctsareiforces wider
sodal diferences and herarcies.Cloing chicsae detemined by the amountof
moneysomeone ha nd o e inked 1o soi s, Bcurcie(1984) points o th ways
tht dothingproduces eso distincton btween roupsof eople,an Joes 2015
Pighights the ity of s in dothing Th way tht thingchicecan b uied 353
o makercan b seen i the example of Bsbery Tadidonal this rand was assocted
it the upper dasse,butt s approprated b the working cases who werelabeled
and sigmatiedasChavs by th upperan middie s see p0ge 77

This photographshows oys n

London n 1937.The ttingof

theupperdassboysentheletis
Vbl et o he threeboys
thengh.

Doyouthikthe upper midiecasses continue o dress difretytody? s, b
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King and St (Z018) notethat the Jock Wil brand,asociated with the Henley regata,
sigifes belonging o th upper and middle cases.

Apersontschice o cthescan ke  iatemant abou hltastes and et nds,
‘Whic socoogits eer 02 cultural captaland soca capital.Clothes can help you
bekong 03 group, o help you disassciteyourselfrom fhers Socologisuse the
temsubculture 0 capture the wy hat pophe e grouped by shared clual deasand
identes. Often, subculuesuse clothing a5 marke of dstction. A dascsociologcal
xample of subultures s Staiey Cohens tuy (197272002 of mods and rockers.
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"Mermbers of these two groups were strongly distinguished by their dothing and music
tastes e photogaphs el

Mods e scooters andworelorgearker Rocers rode mororikesand woreleather
cootsowrthisusoother e cututts._ ackets anjeans.

an you ko the subculures ot iferntte themseles houh sion and
othing?Consice orexample,goths o hipsters.
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Religious and political influences

Clothing hoices mayls b shape by someone' policallues. or xampe you
might e commited oreducng dimat change and 50 wilonly by second-hand dhes
from chrty shops Difeencesineligion r eticty can afectcoting chlces, too
Mushim women may wear head o ul bdy corerings, ncucing the i burca o iga
I Judlsm,clothing e rebgious flatosor nstance,Jewish men may e the
ippot.lltoshrime Many Orthoox asiic men il wearback s ntended o
feplcae thecothing f 18t-cenuryPlsh nobilty ustzating how lthing caneflect
andeinforcehistor, dentty ety relionand s,
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Fashion s alo a space where cultual diffeences can become sites of poltca contestation.
Clthing can b use o ssmiote use ot ) with  ferent clreorcan be
apprepite aken fom ifeent culures.Clthing, thr,ca ct a5 mechanism of both
clongingand excusionFor example, feminit ntepret the wearing of heo coveings
feenty. i some countriesuch s France the vl s bamnd, and some femiists ¢
Lizeg 2009)support s, viewig the el esticiveand opressive fo women,
Honweve some decolonialfeminsts rguethatsucha view dimsss the agencyof
women who hose o wesr th el Moreore, s Saed (2016 suggests wearing the

vl ca b regarded s berating in s protecton ofvomen o the male gz and the
yrannyof Weser besuty myth.

From e example o othing exploredin i chapte you shuld sat 05 the scope
o soology.t et the choosing o cthes i s socl, culurl, ol economicand.
istorical ontet Soiologsts sk a ange o uestons and can dsagree sbout wha hey
s, bot il cses thesccilogialimagioion s bothcrefol and L. focused on
rwingoutthe conections between the persona and he publc

Sociological how-tos

Sicehisbookis caledHowobeaScblogit, e oh here it oo o

s chapirTo b socidlogityou st s how o

-+ enkaerenty

st soclogkalhnig famthe forms o thirkingsch s bologial
ndpyehlogcal

- chllenge sumptons at the socvord

- make comnctions between personl roubles ruths and riumphs, and brosder
socalstructures.
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WHAT IS
SOCIOLOGY?
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Intreduction

Socicties, unlike individuls, are not clearly defined.

There are no precise names or physical outlnes, and their

structures and principles are everchanging. Yet the power of
society to shape a person'slfe can be profound. Take your
decision to read this book; perhaps you selected a “litle”

book be -poor, or your curiosity about

e you are i

sociology was not ulflled at school. You may not realize it,
but there might be wider reasons influencing your choice
that only a sociologist can detect. These could be a mumber
of different reasons - politcal policies regarding education,

the structure of the working week, ving costs o the way

the publishing industry has evolved. Tensions between

personal autonomy and the influence of society over

individual choice lic at the heart of sociology. Therefore,
delving info this discipline can alter how you view your lfe
and the world around you. By introducing you (o the key
sociological ideas, this book reveals the subile forces that

might be patterning your own behaviour, from everyday

decisions to your relationships and carcer. You vill also sce

the role sociology can play in solving global problems,





image25.png
The term “sociology” is @ combination of the Latin
“socius”, meaning companion or associate, and the
Greek “logia” meaning the study of. Today, sociology
mmarized as the systematic (or organized)
fon fails to

can be

study of human societics. But such a defini

grasp the discipline’s huge breadth and possibilities.
Sociology examines countless dimensions of human

social interaction, from the experiences of individuals

and social groupings to the largest institutions and
1y, T
patterns, conditions, interactions and processes.
aff

scope

organizations of & soc concerned with the

& billions of people worldwide; its potential

as large as its subject matter and continues to

similaly cvolve, This chapter introduces some of the.
s used by sociologists in grappling

il discover the most

different perspe

this immense subject. You

popul:
that often arise for sociologists when conducting their

research methods as well as the ethical issues

work. With a clearer understanding of what sociology

is, you will see how it can inspire social change and

permanently transform your perspe
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e “paychology of sociely”

The term *social science” refers to the branches of science

that are concerned with the study of societies and social

selationships, namely: anthropolosy, economics, poliical
scicnce, psychology and sociology. There is alot of overlap
between these disciplines; for instance, both psychology

and sociology ivolve the scienific suudy of hurman thought

processes and behaviours and seek to improve people’s

lives, and anthropology looks at how societies and cultu

develop. What distinguishes sociology is its focus on so

groups, communities and cultures - it looks beyond

individuals by taking a bird’s eye view of social dynamics,

Sociology looks at socicty at al levels

patterns and trends.
and all scales, from amily structures to globalization.

A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE

“The sociologist Kai T Exikson has said that sociology
s perspective rather than a body of knowledge”,
and that sociologiss are disinguished from other
social obsersers, sueh as historians or economists,
ot by *what we see but the way we see”
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Big and small questions

Sociologists study society by adopting one of the following
lexels of approach:

MACRO-LEVEL SOCIOLOGY

& Focuses on wider social sysiems and structures
& Studies lage-scale groups, institutions o populatons.

& Asks bis questions such as: Tn what vays has class

shaped the development of society? To what extent

does ethmicity affect our opportunites in lfe? How vl

the climate erisis alter relationships beveen nations?

MICRO-LEVEL SOCIOLOGY
& Focuses on smallscale human relations, typically at
the community lexel, but can also include interactions

between couples or friends.

& Stdies everyday face-to-face interactions and group

& Asks more focused, narrow questions, like: How do
working parents balance their roles and idenities? Do

police officers approach people differently according

o their age?
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The macro and micro-level approaches complement
each other. Just as the natural world is understood
through a combination of biology, physics and
chemistry, a comprehensive picture of the social world
encompasses both large-scale arrangements of a society
nd the behaviour of its individual members. Both arc
significant and constandy influencing cach other. The
er

o perspectives allow sociologists to gin 4 grea
understanding of humanity and how lange-scale pattcrns

nces of

he behaviour and exper

and trends influ
individuals and groups, and vice versa.

MICRO-SOCIOLOGY

Georges Gurvitch argued that there are levels o social

realty and coined the term “micro-sociology” in 1930

(borrowing the expression from microphysics). Unlike.
the large-scale studies of social psycholoy, sociology and
social anthropology, micro-sociology focused on specific
interpersonalintesactions between individuals and groups.
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Slow do rociologinty work?
The research methods adopted by sociologists fall into two
broad categories: quantitative and qualitative. Both
the big divide between the two is the kinds of data they use.

Researchers who collect quantitative data apply
statistical analysis techniques to relatively large data sets

of people. This data can be presented in numerical form,

such as surveys asking people closed questions which can
then be trned into numbered responses and analyzed,
or it might involve administrative data collected by
institutions (e.g. data collected on crime or schools).
Quantitative methods include:

& Laband field experiments
& Structured interviews or observations

& Quesionma

elosed questions or those that

featuring

es (paper or onling

number

of responses

& Op

diagrams, such as voting intentions

entable in charts or

ion polls and surveys pre:

& Official statistcs, such as exam results
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Researchers who collect qualitative data tend (© use
]

conclusions from analyzing what people say. This data

long interviews with a sn

umber of people, drawing

is presented in writien or visual formats. For instance,
a sociologit could undertake participantobservation
by observing people doing a particular job and deriving

insights from their speech and behaviour. Qualitative

methods include:

& Quesionnsies eairing open quesions

& Surveys conducted online, doorto-door, by phone
or mail

& Ficld res
participant observations (covert or over) and foct

chincluding unstructured

groups so broader ranges of responses can be analyzed

se siudies involving indepth rescarch into
individuals or groups

@ Sociometric tests measuring interpersonal relations

@ Secondary sources that are not produced with the

intention of being analyzcd, such as medical histories
& Conent analysis, such as researching books or

photography
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Glhical issues
“There are many potential ethical issues that sociologists
must consider when planning and conducting their

are esablished ethical guidelines
duct), which set the standards

research, T

or written codes of

of practice and what is considered acceptable. If these
guidelines are breached, researchers can encounter ethical
problems  regarding partcipants' - consent, anonymity
or confidentiality. For uch involving data

gathered from online fora or discussion platforms can
infor

generate concerns about ied consent, privacy and

anonymity of the human participants. Some have likened

data research 10 a form of “clectronic cavesdropping”.
Contacting potential participants can also be viewed as
“spamming’”, which s tsell an invasion of privacy.

APPROACHES TO RESEARCH

Inductive research (“bottom-up approach’) involves
scarching for patterns from a set of observations and
enerating theory from the data obiained, Often
associated with qualitative research, this approach is taken
when sociologists know litke about the social issue at hand.
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Deductive research topdown approch starts with
atheory and then moves towards observations. This

approacts is sually associated with quanitative rescarch.

“The masses of personal and impersonal di (known s big
data) aailable in society, and the tools to analyze the

pose

moral dilemmas. Study participants should give informed

consent (understand what the rescarch is about and what
taking part involves), but researchers can aceess swathes of
potentially sensitive data without engaging with participans.
Large data sets coupled with complex algorithims have
caused newkinds of injury, from legal or psychological harm

o informational harm, such as algorithmic discrimination

(e racial or gender bias) or privacy breaches.

CHALLENGING SOCIAL ETHICS

Allsocietes have assumptions about what is morally
acceptable behaviour, and sociologiss critcally analyze
these values. For example, Larie and Mather
Taylor's 2003 book What Are Children For? used data
from various countries to explore the conflict beween
individualism and the demands of chikd-rearing.
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Sociology can be defined in many ways, but one common
fea s the noton o society. A soity i 3 grow of

people who share a geographic location and who cnter

various relationships with each other. These relationships

are governed by the rules, regulations, norms and values of

the location, which are constantly changing and thercfore

provide a vast resource for sociological research.
One of the founders of sociology, Auguste Comi

viewed socicty s a collective organism similar to 2 |

bodys with forms of social power being “the tissue”, family
providing the “clements” and cities behaving as “organs”.

He believed the pars of the body (individualy) could only

be understood through knowledge of the whole (society)

18 “SOCIETY" STILL RELEVANT?

Since the 19705, sociologiss have debated whether
sociology should shif s focus away from societics.
‘Scholars such as Alain Touraine have concentrated

on individuals and their interactions, while others like
John Unny suggest that lobalization has resulted in

“global networks and flows” replacing socictics.
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Questioning saciely

In many ways, sociology can be seen
theoretical rebellion. Rather than simply acceping or

bemoaning the way a society is organized, sociologists
dentify and challenge its conventional trths and noms,
Thinking like a sociologist means vou ask fundamental
questions, like: Why is this acceptable? How does this
behaviour impact othe
Sociologists attempt (0 investigae such questions

What are the subile influences?

objectively, putting aside their personal opinions in

the hope of understanding fundan causes and

consequences. For instance, capitalism dominates much

of the world in the twentyirst century, and while its

existence may appear necessary (and desirable) for society

1o function effectively, is it the only possible social system
For many sociologists,their work goes beyond analysis and

cqualities

heir research is used to address i

description
in society and potentiall alter people’s attitudes to existing
social practices, Th

policy and be a driver for social change.

findings can also inform public
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