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1AN INTRODUCTION 
TO SOCIOLOGY IN 
THE GLOBAL AGE

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1-1 Identify major social changes since 
the 1880s studied by sociologists.

1-2 Explain why sociologists today 
focus on trends in globalization and 
consumption.

1-3 Describe what we mean by the 
McDonaldization of society.

1-4 Explain sociology’s approach to 
studying social life, including using 
the sociological imagination and 
examining the relationship between 
private troubles and public issues.

1-5 Differentiate between sociology’s 
two possible purposes, science and 
social reform.

1-6 Evaluate the ways in which 
sociological knowledge differs from 
common sense.

A Sociology of Revolutions  
and Counterrevolutions

In December 2010, street demonstrations, labor strikes, and other 

acts of civil resistance swept through the small North African nation 

of Tunisia. The demonstrators met strong resistance from the 

Tunisian government. Nevertheless, their protests continued into 

2011, eventually resulting in the overthrow of President Ben Ali after 

23 years in power.

The immediate trigger for the Tunisian protests was the self-

immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi, a 26-year-old street vendor who 

claimed he had long been harassed and humiliated by authorities. 

Bouazizi set himself on fire before the rural governor’s office and 

died in a burn and trauma center 18 days later without regaining 

consciousness.

However powerful the public reaction to Bouazizi’s death proved 

to be, the underlying causes of both the Tunisian revolution and the 

Arab Spring—the wave of social unrest and social revolution that 

Tunisia’s uprising inspired throughout the Middle East—involved far 

more than a single act of protest. Unless we consider the social, polit-

ical, and economic conditions of prerevolution Tunisia, it is impos-

sible for us to understand why Bouazizi set himself alight, and why 

thousands of Tunisians and others throughout the Arab world saw his 

act as an appropriate—and necessary—call for change. Such events 

always lead to counterreactions by other individuals as well as by 

larger organizations. Those responses have since undermined the 
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revolutions that occurred during the Arab Spring. In some 

cases, such as in Egypt, counterreaction by the military has 

led to a return to the kind of autocratic government that was 

a cause of the protests in the first place. In Libya a variety of 

heavily armed groups have reacted in various ways, leading 

to a vicious fight for power and, at least at the moment, the 

virtual dissolution of the country. In Syria and Iraq a radical 

Islamic group—Islamic State (IS; also known as Islamic State 

of Iraq and the Levant [ISIL], Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 

[ISIS], or Da’ish, from an acronym for a name of the group in 

Arabic)—has swept through large portions of those countries 

and succeeded in dismembering them in its effort to form 

an independent state that spans much of the area. The new 

state envisioned by IS is to be a caliphate, dominated by a 

leader—a caliph—devoted to a strict interpretation of Islam. 

The success of IS has, in turn, led to other counterreactions, 

both locally and globally, designed to limit the group’s gains, 

if not to defeat it.

By drawing on modern sociology’s 200-year history while 

looking to the future, sociologists today have the tools and 

resources to gain a better understanding of where we have 

been, where we are, and, perhaps most important, where we 

are going. Sociology has traditionally tried to understand the 

place of the individual—even a Tunisian street vendor—within 

society and society’s effect on the individual. In today’s 

global age, however, we need to look beyond a given society 

to global realities and processes. For example, IS has grown in 

strength through the influx of individual supporters and fight-

ers from other parts of the world, including the United States 

and Great Britain. 

One of the most important lessons you will learn in 
your study of sociology is that what you think and 
do as an individual is affected by what is happening 

in groups, organizations, cultures, societies, and the world. 
This is especially true of social changes, even those that are 
global in scope and seem at first glance to be remote from 
you. Take, for example, Mohamed Bouazizi’s public suicide, 
which set in motion a revolution in Tunisia and throughout 
much of the Middle East. The roots of that dramatic act of 
protest lay in poverty, high unemployment, an authoritarian 
government, and political corruption that affected Bouazizi 
personally.

A second important lesson in sociology is that not only 
are you affected by larger events, but you are also capable to 

some degree of having an impact on large-scale structures 
and processes. For example, the actions of Bouazizi helped 
lead to the Tunisian revolution, which, in turn, led to street 
demonstrations and civil war elsewhere in the Arab world, 
including Yemen, Egypt, Libya, and Syria (Kienle 2012; 
Noueihed and Warren 2012). Those events led, in turn, to 
counterreactions that continue to reverberate throughout the 
Middle East and many other parts of the world. It is very 
possible that actions you take in your lifetime will have wide-
ranging, perhaps global, effects.

This example of the relationships between people and 
larger social realities and changes sets the stage for the defini-
tion of sociology as the systematic study of the ways in which 
people are affected by and affect the social structures and 
social processes associated with the groups, organizations, 
cultures, societies, and world in which they exist.

THE CHANGING  
NATURE OF THE SOCIAL 
WORLD—AND SOCIOLOGY
Sociology deals with very contemporary phenomena, but its 
deep historical roots have led to many longer-term inter-
ests. In the fourteenth century the Muslim scholar Abdel 
Rahman Ibn Khaldun studied various social relationships, 
including those between politics and economics. Of special 
importance to the founding of sociology was the eighteenth- 
and nineteenth-century Industrial Revolution. During this 
“industrial age,” many early sociologists concentrated on 
factories, the production that took place in those settings, 
and those who worked there, especially blue-collar, manual 
workers. Sociologists also came to focus on the relation-
ship between industry and the rest of society, including, for 
example, the state and the family.

By the middle of the twentieth century, manufacturing 
in the United States was in the early stages of a long decline 
that continues to this day. The United States had moved 
from the industrial age to the “postindustrial age” (Bell 1973; 
Leicht and Fitzgerald 2006). The center of the economy and 
the attention of many sociologists shifted from the factory 
to the office, from blue-collar manual work to white-collar 
office work (Mills 1951) as well as to the bureaucracies in 
which many people worked (Clegg and Lounsbury 2009; 
Weber [1921] 1968). Another change in the postindustrial 
age was the growth of the service sector of the economy, 
involving everyone from high-status service providers such 
as physicians and lawyers to lower-status workers behind the 
counters of fast-food restaurants.

The more recent rise of the “information age” (Castells 
1996; David and Millwood 2012) can be seen as a part, 
or an extension, of the postindustrial age. Knowledge and 

2   Essentials of Sociology

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



information are critical in today’s world. So, too, are the 
technologies—computers, smartphones—that have greatly 
increased the productivity of individual workers and altered 
the nature of their work. Rather than designers making draw-
ings by hand, computer-assisted technologies are now used 
to create designs for everything from electric power grids to 
patterned fabrics. The widespread use of smartphones has 
enabled, among many other things, the rise of companies 
such as Uber and Lyft, the success of which is threatening the 
taxicab industry and the livelihoods of many taxi drivers. A 
passenger uses an app to indicate that he or she needs a ride, 
and one is provided by an independent car owner for a set 
fee, which is automatically charged to the passenger’s credit 
card (no tipping allowed). Some drivers work a few hours 
a day for these services to make a little extra money, while 
others work full-time for the services. Their willingness to do 
this work has had the result of reducing the need for taxicabs 
and full-time taxi drivers.

However, it is not just work that has been affected by new 
technologies; virtually everyone and everything is being affected 
by them. Uber is part of the growing “sharing economy,” in 
which people share (for a fee) many things; most notably, 

some share their homes through websites such as Airbnb.com 
(Pogue 2014). Thus, much sociological attention has shifted to 
computers and the Internet and to those who work with them 
(Baym 2010; DiMaggio et al. 2001; Scholz 2013).

The transition from the industrial to the postindustrial 
and now to the information age has important personal impli-
cations. Had you been a man who lived in the industrial age, 
you would have worked (if you could find as job) for money 
(pay). You would have done so to be able to buy what you 
needed and wanted. Women working in the private sphere 
were largely uncompensated or compensated at a lower rate, 
as is often still the case. However, in the postindustrial age, 
it is increasingly likely that men and women will be will-
ing, or forced, to work for free (Anderson 2009; Ritzer and 
Jurgenson 2010; Terranova 2013), as in the case of interns, 
bloggers, and contributors to YouTube and Wikipedia.

You may be willing to perform free labor because you 
enjoy it and because much of what is important in your life 
is, in any case, available free on the Internet. There is no need 
for you to buy newspapers when blogs are free or to buy 
CDs or DVDs when music and movies can be streamed or 
downloaded at no cost or inexpensively from the Internet. 
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Nineteenth-century sociology was strongly shaped by the Industrial Revolution and its factory system.
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DIGITAL LIVING

Sociologists as Bloggers and Public Sociologists

Philip N. Cohen, a leading sociolo-
gist, regularly posts on his blog Family 
Inequality (https: // familyinequality 
.wordpress.com). I blog on many of the 
issues discussed in this chapter (global-
ization, consumption) and others of 
interest to introductory sociology stu-
dents (https://georgeritzer.wordpress 
.com). A set of sociology blogs (a “blog 
ring”) called the Society Pages (http://
thesocietypages.org) includes blogs on 
topics such as race, ethnicity, and immi-
gration (The Color Line), teaching soci-
ology (Teaching TSP), visual sociology 
(Sociological Images), and technology 
and society (Cyborgology).

One blog on cyborgology discusses 
surveillance and the way those in power 
watch the rest of us and record their 
observations. With smartphones and low-
cost portable cameras like those made by 
GoPro, however, virtually everyone can 
observe everyone else and record what 
they see. This gives rise to sousveillance, 
or the ability of the powerless to watch 
and document the behavior of those in 
power. One bicyclist recorded being given 
a $50 ticket by a police officer for not 
riding in the bike lane. Then, on his blog, 
the bicyclist showed how impediments in 
bike lanes make it impossible for cyclists 
to remain in those lanes.

Other blogs that address sociological 
issues include Feministing and Jezebel, 
which tackle the topics of sexuality and 
gender (see Chapter 9). One Feministing 
blog post urged readers not to access 
the nude photos of female movie stars 

(including Jennifer Lawrence) that had 
been hacked and published on the 
Internet.

Blogging is an alternate route to global 
influence and success for some sociolo-
gists. It is a kind of public sociology. In 
contrast to professional sociology, in which 
work is done mainly for other sociologists, 
public sociology addresses a wide range 
of local, national, and global groups, most 
of which are outside the academy. Public 
sociologists write for these groups, and 
they may engage in collaborative projects 
with them (Burawoy 2005; Clawson et al. 
2007; Nyden, Hossfeld, and Nyden 2011).

Other types of public sociology include 
books and articles for a popular audi-
ence, op-ed pieces in newspapers, public 
lectures and TV appearances, and direct 
work with groups to help them achieve 
their goals. Sociology also often becomes 

public through the work of nonsociologists 
such as journalists whose thinking is shaped 
explicitly or implicitly by sociological knowl-
edge and a sociological perspective. Such 
work often appears in the form of news-
paper articles, books released by popular 
presses, and website postings and blogs 
capable of reaching a huge public audi-
ence. You will find a series of boxes headed 
“Public Sociology” throughout this book.

SOURCE: Printed with the permission of Nathan 
Jurgenson and P. J. Rey.

Think About It
What are some of the advantages for 
sociologists of the open and diverse 
dialogue made possible by blogs? What 
are some advantages for readers of such 
blogs? Can you think of any disadvan-
tages for readers or for bloggers?

You may be interested in following one or two blogs written by sociologists or that deal with issues of 
concern to them.

Corbis

A whole range of software is also downloadable at no cost. 
However, while all of this, and much else, is available free 
of charge, the problem is that the essentials of life—food, 
shelter, clothing—still cost money, lots of money. Many hope 
that the labor they currently perform for free will eventually 

have an economic payoff, that their work as bloggers or on 
YouTube will lead to full-time jobs.

These are but a few of the many social changes to be 
discussed in this book. The essential point is that the social 
world (people, groups, organizations, and so on)—your social 
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world—is continually changing. Sociology is a field that is, 
and must be, constantly attuned to and involved in studying 
those changes.

CENTRAL CONCERNS  
FOR A TWENTY-FIRST-
CENTURY SOCIOLOGY
While sociology has adapted to these major changes, it 
has also continued to focus on many of its traditional 
concerns. We have already mentioned industry, produc-
tion, and work as long-term sociological interests; others 
include deviance and crime (see Chapter 6), families (see 
Chapter 10), and the city (see Chapter 14). Of particular 
concern to many sociologists has been, and continues to 
be, the issue of inequality as it affects the poor, particular 
racial and ethnic groups, women, and gays and lesbians 
(see Chapter 7). The bulk of this book will be devoted  
to these basic sociological topics and concerns, but the 
discussion will also encompass the nontraditional and very 
contemporary issues of consumption, the digital world, 
and especially globalization.

GLOBALIZATION
No social change is more important today than globalization, 
which is continually affecting all aspects of the social world 
everywhere on the globe (Ritzer 2012b; Ritzer and Dean 
2015). Today, globalization is a central issue in the social 
world as a whole as well as in sociology; globalization and 
talk about it are all around us. In fact, we 
can be said to be living in the “global age” 
(Albrow 1996).

Society, a complex pattern of social 
relationships that is bounded in space and 
persists over time, has traditionally been the 
largest unit of analysis in sociology. However, 
in the global age, societies are seen as declin-
ing in importance (Holton 2011; Meyer, 
Boli, and Ramirez 1997). This is the case, in 
part, because larger transnational and global 
social structures are growing in importance. 
These include the United Nations (UN), the 
European Union (EU), the Organization of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), 
multinational corporations (MNCs) such 
as Google and ExxonMobil, and multi-
national nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) such as Amnesty International. In 
at least some cases, these transnational struc-
tures are becoming more important than  
individual societies. OPEC, for example, is 

more important to the rest of the world’s well-being than are 
the organization’s key member societies, such as Abu Dhabi 
or even Saudi Arabia.

Social processes, like social structures, exist not only at 
the societal level but also at the global level, and these global 
processes are increasing in importance. Consider migration 
(see Chapter 14). People move about, or migrate, within and 
between societies. For example, in the global age, people are 
increasingly moving between societies, some halfway around 
the world. The United States now has a higher percentage of 
immigrants than it has had in almost a century (see Figure 
1.1). Many are migrating from and through Mexico to the 
United States (Massey 2003; Ortmeyer and Quinn 2012). 
More generally, large numbers of people are migrating from a 
number of predominantly Islamic societies in the Middle East 
and Africa to the West (Caldwell 2009; Voas and Fleischmann 
2012). Recently, the movement of several thousand people 
from the West to join radical Islamist organizations (such 
as Islamic State), especially in Syria and Iraq, has been of 
increasing concern to Western governments. Some fear that 
those involved in radical Islamist activities there will migrate 
back to the West and engage in terrorist acts. Most jarring is 
the fact that at least 60 million people in the world have been 
forced to move because of war or persecution; almost a quar-
ter of them fled their home countries in 2014 alone. Nearly 
half of Syria’s population has been displaced by the war rag-
ing there (Peçanha and Wallace 2015). By the end of 2015, 
Western Europe was being flooded with refugees and forced, 
at least temporarily, to close some of its borders.

There have always been population movements. 
However, in the global age people generally move around the 
world far more freely and travel much greater distances than 

SOURCES: Migration Policy Institute tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2012, 2011, 
and 2010 American Community Surveys and 1970, 1990, and 2000 decennial census data. All 
other data are from Campbell J. Gibson and Emily Lennon, Historical Census Statistics on the 
Foreign-Born Population of the United States: 1850 to 1990, Working Paper 29, U.S. Census 
Bureau (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1999)
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FIGURE 1.1 • Number of Immigrants and Their Share of the 
Total U.S. Population, 1850–2012
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ever before. Another way of saying this is that people—and 
much else—are more “fluid.” That is, they move farther, more 
easily, and more quickly than ever before. Younger people, 
especially millennials (or Generation Y, those born from the 
early 1980s through the late 1990s), are particularly likely to 
be mobile, including globally.

The movement of products of all types is also more 
fluid as a result of the existence of massive container ships, 
cargo jets, and package delivery services such as FedEx 
and UPS. Even more fluid is the digital “stuff” you buy 
on the Internet when you download music, videos, mov-
ies, and so on. And in the realm of the family, tasks once 
confined to the home, such as caregiving and housework, 
have become increasingly fluid, as those who can afford 
to do so often outsource domestic labor (van der Lippe, 
Frey, and Tsvetkova 2012; Yeates 2009). More generally, 
the increase in fluidity is manifested in the information that 
flows throughout the world in the blink of an eye as a result 
of the Internet, texting, e-mail, and social networking sites 
such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter.

ASK YOURSELF
Have you ever thought of your posts on Facebook, Instagram, 
or Twitter as part of a global flow of information? In what ways 
do they actually fit this description? What does your position in 
this global flow of information reveal about you?

These flows can be expedited by structures of various 
types. For instance, air cargo delivery will increasingly be 
facilitated by the “aerotropolis” (Kasarda and Lindsay 2011), 
a preplanned city that is developed because of proximity 
and access to a large, modern airport. For example, New 
Songdo, South Korea, is being built because such an airport 
(Incheon) is nearby and easily reached via a 12-mile-long 
bridge. This is in contrast to the usual situation, where the 
airport (e.g., Reagan National in Washington, D.C.; LAX in 
Los Angeles; Heathrow in London) is built within or very 
close to a city center. Traditional airports are typically too 
small and too difficult to reach, create too much noise for 
city residents, and cannot expand much beyond their cur-
rent confines. The European Union, founded in 1993, is an 
example of a social structure that serves to ease the flow of 
citizens among member nations (but not of people living 
outside the EU). Border restrictions have been reduced or 
eliminated completely among the 27 EU member nations. 
Similarly, the creation in 1975 of the euro has greatly simpli-
fied economic transactions among the 18 EU countries that 
accept it as their currency.

There are also structures that impede various kinds  
of global flows. National borders, passports and passport  

controls (Robertson 2010; Torpey 2000, 2012), security 
checks, and customs controls limit the movement of peo-
ple throughout the world. Such restrictions were greatly 
increased in many parts of the world after the terrorist attacks 
on New York City and Washington, D.C., on September 11, 
2001. This made global travel and border crossing more dif-
ficult and time-consuming. Then there are the even more 
obvious structures designed to limit the movement of peo-
ple across borders, such as the fences between the United 
States and Mexico and between Israel and the West Bank, as 
well as one between Israel and Egypt, completed in 2013. 
In late 2015 Hungary finished building a fence on its border  
with Serbia to keep out unwanted migrants (Associated  
Press 2015a).

The fences at the U.S.–Mexico border, and increased 
border police and patrols, have led unauthorized migrants 
to take longer and more risky routes into the United States. 
One result is that more dead bodies are being discovered in 
the desert near the border (see Figure 1.2). The American 
Civil Liberties Union reports that border-crossing deterrence 
strategies have resulted in an increase in the annual death 
toll. Also increasing are human rights abuses in the detention 
centers where those caught crossing the border illegally are 
held (Androff and Tavassoli 2012; Jimenez 2009). A crisis 
arose at the Mexican border in mid-2014 when tens of thou-
sands of children from Central America flooded the area and 
overwhelmed detention centers (Archibold 2014).

There are, of course, many other kinds of structural 
barriers in the world, most notably trade barriers and tar-
iffs, that limit the free movement of goods and services of 
many kinds.

In sum, globalization is defined by increasingly fluid 
global flows and the structures that expedite and impede 
those flows. Globalization is certainly increasing, and it brings 
with it a variety of both positive and negative developments 
(Ritzer and Dean 2015). On one side, most people 
throughout the world now have far greater access to goods, 
services, and information from around the globe than did 
people during the industrial age. On the other side, a variety 
of highly undesirable things also flow more easily around the 
world, such as persons displaced by war, diseases like HIV/
AIDS and Ebola, and pollution released by industrialized 
countries that worsens the adverse effects of climate change 
(including global warming). Also on the negative side are the 
flows of such forms of “deviant globalization” as terrorism, 
sex trafficking, and the black markets for human organs and 
drugs (Gilman, Goldhammer, and Weber 2011).

CONSUMPTION
Beginning in the 1950s, another major social change took 
place in the United States and other developed countries. 
The central feature of many capitalist economies began to 
shift from production and work to consumption, or the 
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process by which people obtain and utilize goods and ser-
vices. During that period, the center of the U.S. economy 
shifted from the factory and the office to the shopping mall 
(Baudrillard [1970] 1998; Lipovetsky 2005). For many 
people, work and production became less important than 
consumption.

ASK YOURSELF
Have your consumption habits changed over the last six months? 
The last three years? Do you anticipate that your habits will 
change in the next three years? If so, how and why? Will you 
consume more or less?

Consumption is certainly significant economically, but 
it is significant in other ways as well. For example, culture 
is very much shaped by consumption, and various aspects 
of consumption become cultural phenomena. A good 
example is the iPhone, which has revolutionized culture 
in innumerable ways. The iPhone and other smartphones 
have altered how and where people meet to socialize and 
the ways in which they socialize. In addition, the media 
and people in general spend so much time discussing the 
implications of the iPhone and similar products that these 
devices have become central to the larger culture in which 
we live.

Consumption and globalization are also deeply inter-
twined. Much of what we consume in the developed world 
comes from other countries. In 2013 alone, the United 

States imported $440 billion worth of goods from China; 
the comparable figure in 1985 was only $4 million in goods 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2013). Furthermore, the speed and 
convenience of Internet commerce tend to make global reali-
ties and distances irrelevant to consumers. Finally, travel to 
other parts of the world—a form of consumption itself—is 
increasingly affordable and common. A major objective of 
tourists is often the sampling of the foods of foreign lands, as 
well as the purchase of souvenirs (Chambers 2010; Gmelch 
2010; Mak, Lumbers, and Eves 2012). Medical tourism is 
less common, but large numbers of Americans travel great 
distances for such services as cosmetic procedures and even 
open-heart surgery. They do so largely because the costs are 
much lower elsewhere in the world. Many U.S. women who 
have difficulty conceiving travel to developing countries 
such as India in order to hire surrogates, “rent” their uteruses 
and ovaries, and exploit their eggs (Pfeffer 2011).

Sociologists are understandably interested in these 
developments. Early sociologists completed many studies 
of work, production, factories, and factory workers. Today’s 
sociologists continue to study work-related issues, but they 
are devoting increasing attention to consumption in general 
(Sassatelli 2007) and more specifically to such phenomena 
as online shopping, done increasingly through the use of 
smartphones (Horrigan 2008; Morris 2013), the behavior 
of shoppers in more material locales such as department 
stores (Miller 1998; Zukin 2004), and the development of 
more recent consumption sites, such as fast-food restaurants 
(Ritzer 2015) and shopping malls (Ritzer 2010b). All these 
have become increasingly global phenomena.

FIGURE 1.2 • Immigrant Deaths on the Southern U.S. Border, 2000–2010

San Diego Sector
211 reported illegal 
immigrant deaths
(6 percent of all border
deaths).

EI Centro Sector
383 reported illegal immigrant
deaths (10 percent of
all border deaths).

Tucson Sector
1,659 reported illegal
immigrant deaths
(44 percent of
all border deaths).

Marfa Sector
17 reported illegal immigrant
deaths (1 percent of all border
deaths).

Rio Grande Sector
528 reported illegal immigrant
deaths (14 percent of all
border deaths).

Del Rio Sector
273 reported illegal
immigrant deaths
(7 percent of
all border deaths).

ARIZONA

MEXICO

Tucson

CALIFORNIA Laredo Sector
339 reported illegal
immigrant deaths
(9 percent of all
border deaths).

TEXAS

Yuma Sector
201 reported illegal
immigrant deaths
(5 percent of all
border deaths).

EI Paso Sector
148 reported illegal immigrant
deaths (4 percent of all border
deaths).

NEW MEXICO

NOTE: Illegal immigrant deaths, by Border Patrol sector. Covering 262 miles, the Tucson Sector has recorded nearly half of all deaths along the U.S.–Mexico 
border in the last decade.

SOURCE: U.S. Border Patrol.
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GL BALIZATION

Sex Trafficking

One aspect of the increased flow of 
people associated with globalization 
is human trafficking (Rao and Presenti 
2012; Weitzer 2014). Human traffick-
ing is illegal worldwide, but it is widely 
practiced. It is characterized by the use 
of coercion or deception to force human 
beings into providing such services as 
forced labor, commercial sex, and organ 
donation. Sex trafficking involves victims 
who are transported for the purposes of 
commercial sex, including prostitution, 
stripping, and pornography (Hodge 
2008). Not all commercial sex involves 
those who have been trafficked, so con-
sumers of commercial sexual services and 
performances are not always aware that 
the sex workers have been trafficked.

One researcher estimates that 1.4 
million women and girls are currently 
trafficked for sexual purposes each year  
(S. Lee 2012). Predictably, organized 
criminal networks have come to dominate 
transnational sex trafficking. Over the 
last few decades, many countries in the 
Global South (particularly in Southeast 
Asia), as well as countries of the former 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, have 
become major sources of sex workers, 
especially prostitutes.

The flow of people in the global 
sex industry involves both those who 
provide sexual services and those who 
consume those services. The provid-
ers of sexual services generally move 
within less developed countries, such 
as those in Southeast Asia, as well as to 
developed countries. Figure 1.3 shows 
the flow of providers of sexual services 
within Southeast Asia, especially in and 
around Thailand and Cambodia—major 
destinations for those in search of such 
services. Those interested in purchasing 
sexual services tend to flow from more to 
less developed areas of the world in order 
to avail themselves of the often cheaper 

and more exotic sexual services available 
at their destinations (Flynn 2011). In the 
past the vast majority of buyers of sex 
have been men, but today women also 
travel the globe (for instance, from the 
United States to Costa Rica) in search of 
sexual services (Frohlick 2013).

Sex trafficking has far more nega-
tive consequences for the women who 
are trafficked than do other forms of 
human trafficking, such as for domes-
tic work. Not only is sex work far more 
demeaning, but it also exposes victims 
to sexually transmitted diseases such as 
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McDonaldization
My study of fast-food restaurants led to the development of 
the concept of McDonaldization, or the process by which the 
rational principles of the fast-food restaurant are coming to 
dominate more and more sectors of society and more societies 
throughout the world (Ritzer 2015). This process leads to the 
creation of rational systems—like fast-food restaurants—that 
have four defining characteristics:

 � Efficiency. The emphasis is on the use of the quickest and 
least costly means to whatever end is desired. Perhaps the 
best example of efficiency is the drive-through window, a 
highly organized means for employees to dole out meals 
in a matter of seconds (Horovitz 2002).

 � Calculability. You hear a lot at McDonald’s about quanti-
ties: how large the food portions are—the Big Mac—and 
how low the prices are—the dollar breakfast. You don’t 
hear as much, however, about the quality of the restau-
rant’s ingredients or its products.

 � Predictability. McDonaldization ensures that the entire expe-
rience of patronizing a fast-food chain is nearly identical 
from one geographic setting to another—even globally—
and from one time to another. For example, when custom-
ers enter a McDonald’s restaurant, employees ask what they 
wish to order, following scripts created by the corporation.

 � Control. In McDonaldized systems, technology exerts a 
good deal of control over people, processes, and products. 
French fry machines buzz when the fries are done and 
even automatically lift them out of the hot oil when they’ve 
reached just the right amount of crispiness. Workers must 
load fry baskets with uncooked fries and unload them 
when the baskets emerge from the oil.

Paradoxically, rationality often seems to lead to its exact 
opposite—the irrationalities of meaningless work, roadside 

litter due to drive-through services at fast-food restaurants, 
or the societal problems associated with childhood obesity, 
which has been blamed, in part, on the ubiquity of fast food. 
Another of the irrationalities of rationality is dehumanization. 
Fast-food employees are forced to work in dehumanizing 
jobs, which can lead to job dissatisfaction, alienation, and 
high turnover rates. Fast-food customers are forced to eat in 
dehumanizing settings, such as in the cold and impersonal 
atmosphere of the fast-food restaurant, in their cars, or on the 
move as they walk down the street.

Critiquing Consumption
The sociological study of consumption sites involves, among 
many other things, a critical look at the ways in which they 
are structured. (The above discussion of the irrationalities 
associated with McDonaldized settings is one example of 
such a critical perspective.) These sites may be set up to lead 
people to consume certain things and not others, to consume 
more than they might have intended, and to go into debt 
(Brubaker, Lawless, and Tabb 2012; Manning 2001; Marron 
2009; Ritzer 1995). Take, for example, Rue La La (www 
.ruelala.com), an “invitation-only” website that was estab-
lished to sell expensive clothing to members at what are sup-
posed to be huge discounts. The rationale behind the site is 
that because of its seeming exclusivity, people will be lured 
into buying more items, and spending more money on each 
item, than they would elsewhere. In fact, however, the site 
is not as exclusive as it seems, since members are urged to 
recruit their friends, and they get a $10 credit after the first 
purchase of every new member they bring to the site.

Sociologists are also interested in how consumers use 
shopping malls and e-tailers in ways that were not antici-
pated by their designers. For example, people often wander 
through shopping malls and their many shops, which have 
been designed to spur consumption, without buying any-
thing. Defunct malls are serving as impromptu skate parks. 

HIV/AIDS, drug addiction, and a wide 
variety of other health risks. Trafficked 
individuals are frequently beaten, raped, 
stabbed, and strangled—sometimes to 
death—by traffickers, who are essen-
tially their pimps. Pimps may threaten 
victims’ family members and hold their 
children hostage to prevent the women 
from escaping.

Using the Internet, customers can 
find sex workers almost anywhere in the 
world instantly, read reviews about their 
services, exchange information about 

location and price, and so on. Websites 
offer package tours, quote prices, and 
advertise sex workers and their services 
to the men of the developed world. 
In Cambodia, a U.S. resident started a 
“rape camp” that offered “Asian sex 
slaves” who were gagged, bound, and 
forced against their will into perform-
ing a variety of sex acts (Hughes 2000). 
Internet viewers could request and pay 
for specific rape acts to watch online, 
while traffickers could avoid prosecution 
by using encryption technologies. This 

“rape camp” was ultimately shut down, 
but other creative methods of exploiting 
women and children continue to exist on 
the Internet.

Think About It
Do you think it was inevitable that the 
exploitation of women and children 
would migrate to the Global South? To 
the Internet? Why or why not? What 
effects have globalization and technology 
had on sex trafficking? Could they also be 
used to help prevent it?
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PUBLIC SOCIOLOGY

George Ritzer and the McDonaldization of Society

I am considered a public sociologist 
(Ritzer 2006) or, as Rojek (2007) labels 
me, a “public intellectual.” My public 
sociology has generally involved inter-
views with newspaper, radio, and TV 
reporters. While some of these have 
occurred in the United States, a dispro-
portionate number of such interviews 
have taken place in other parts of the 
world, especially Great Britain. There is 
far greater interest in the work of aca-
demic sociologists in Great Britain (and 
in many other places) than there is in the 
United States. However, even elsewhere 
in the world there seems to be a decline 
in public interest in scholarly work by 
sociologists.

It is not easy for scholars to do public 
sociology. Interestingly, it is far easier for 
journalists to do “pop sociology.” Thus, 
the journalist Eric Schlosser, who wrote 
the best-selling Fast Food Nation (2002), 
in part influenced by my earlier book The 
McDonaldization of Society (1993, 2015), 
has done much more public sociology 
than I have. A 2006 movie was even based 
(loosely) on his book. Sadly, Hollywood 
has yet to discover me or my work.

Beyond the challenge of getting the 
attention of the popular media, it is dif-
ficult for scholars to do interviews that 
are reported accurately by the media. 
Reporters are often ill prepared, hav-
ing at best Googled a few of a schol-
ar’s writings prior to an interview. As 
a result, they often ask the “wrong” 
questions or fail to fully understand 
the answers. In any case, they are usu-
ally facing imminent deadlines and are 
forced to write up the interviews very 
quickly. I have often been disappointed 
by the way my thoughts have been 
translated by the media.

A bigger problem is the tendency for 
reporters to “McDonaldize” their stories. 
They seek to simplify what has been said 

in an interview and to avoid anything they 
consider too complex for their readers. 
They want to produce what are, in effect, 
“News McNuggets” that in their simplic-
ity resemble Chicken McNuggets. Neither 
is fully satisfying.

Reporters are often drawn to writ-
ing about the McDonaldization of soci-
ety because it appears to be an idea that  
can be communicated simply. While I 
have tried to do that in my work, report-
ers usually go way too far in their efforts 
to McDonaldize the idea. As a result, much 
of the depth of the concept gets lost in 
translation.

This was particularly clear in an 
aborted interview with NBC TV a few 
years ago. The first part of the interview 
on McDonaldization went well, but then 
the reporter asked me about another of 
my books, The Globalization of Nothing 
(Ritzer 2007b). This involves a thesis 

far more difficult to McDonaldize, but 
I plunged ahead. As I did, I sensed the 
reporter losing interest. At the end, she 
said, in effect, “Don’t call us; we’ll call 
you.” I responded, “Well, I guess my ideas 
on the globalization of nothing are not 
McDonaldized enough.” She laughed and 
said, “That’s right.”

The challenge for me and all public 
sociologists is to share our ideas with 
the larger public without McDonaldizing 
them or having them be McDonaldized. 
That is never easy!

Think About It
Why is it so difficult to be a public sociolo-
gist in the United States? Why is it easier 
in other parts of the world? Do you think 
it will be easier or harder to be a pub-
lic sociologist in the United States in the 
future? How will blogging by sociologists 
affect this?

The four defining characteristics of McDonald’s and of the fast-food industry in general—efficiency, 
calculability, predictability, and control—are coming to dominate many other sectors of society.
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Students are using Amazon.com as a source for term-paper 
bibliographies rather than buying the books. Travelers are 
using Internet sites such as Expedia and KAYAK to compare 
prices but then buying airplane tickets from traditional travel 
agents or on airlines’ own websites.

The Great Recession and its ongoing aftermath altered 
the degree to which society is dominated by consumption. 
Even today, long after the onset of the recession in 2008, 
many U.S. consumers remain reluctant to spend money, or at 
least as much as they did in the past, on consumption (Kurtz 
2014). As a result, consumption sites have experienced great 
difficulties. Many outdoor strip malls and some indoor malls 
have emptied; they have become “dead malls” (as docu-
mented on the site http://deadmalls.com). Many of the malls 
that continue to exist have numerous vacant stores, includ-
ing abandoned large department stores. Las Vegas, which has 
long been a capital for the consumption of entertainment and 
high-end goods and services, is hurting (Nagourney 2013). 
Casinos in Atlantic City, New Jersey, are being shuttered, and 
there are those who want to see the city become more like 
the simpler beach community it once was (Hurdle 2014). It 
seems possible, although highly unlikely, that we now may 
be on the verge of what could be called the “postconsump-
tion age.” While excessive consumption was a key factor in 
causing the Great Recession, a postconsumption age would 
bring with it problems of its own, such as fewer jobs and a 
declining standard of living for many.

ASK YOURSELF
What would your life be like in a postconsumption age? In what 
ways might it be better? Worse? Why?

THE DIGITAL WORLD
Sociology has always concerned 
itself with the social aspects and 
implications of technology, or the 
interplay of machines, tools, skills, 
and procedures for the accomplish-
ment of tasks. One example is the 
assembly line, a defining feature of 
early twentieth-century factories. 
Later, sociologists became inter-
ested in the automated technolo-
gies that came to define factories. 
Sociologists are now devoting an 
increasing amount of attention to 
the digital world that has emerged 
as a result of new technologies 
already mentioned in this chapter, 
such as computers, smartphones, 

the Internet, and social networking sites such as Facebook 
and Twitter (Clough 2013).

Living digitally is not separate from living in the social 
world. In fact, the two forms of living are increasingly inter-
secting and augmenting each other (Jurgenson 2012). For 
example, the wide-scale use of smartphones allows people 
to text many others to let them know they are going to be at 
a local club. This can lead to a spontaneous social gathering 
at the club that would not have occurred were it not for this 
new technology. However, the most dramatic examples of the 
effect of smartphones on the social world are seen in their 
use in mobilizing, especially through Twitter, large numbers 
of people to become involved, and stay involved, in social 
movements such as the revolutions in Egypt (2011) and 
Ukraine (2014).

The networking sites on the Internet that involve social 
interaction are the most obviously sociological in character 
(Aleman and Wartman 2008; Patchin and Hinduja 2010). 
These sites are especially important in North America, 
where the percentage of the population with access to the 
Internet is highest (see Figure 1.4). However, their impor-
tance is increasing elsewhere, especially in the Middle East 
and North Africa, as reflected in the role they played there 
in recent social revolutions. Protesters used cell phones and 
the Internet to inform each other, and the world, about the 
evolving scene.

While social networking sites can bring about greater 
interaction, they also come between people and affect the 
nature of interaction. For example, Twitter limits each mes-
sage to 140 characters, but face-to-face communication has 
no such limits. On the other hand, face-to-face communi-
cation is limited to a shared physical space, whereas com-
munication via Twitter travels anywhere there is a device 

FIGURE 1.4 • Internet Access by Geographic Region, 2013
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connected to the Internet. Sociologists are interested in 
getting a better handle on the nature of the differences, as 
well as the similarities, between mediated and nonmediated 
(e.g., face-to-face) interaction. In technologically mediated 
interaction, technology such as the Internet and the smart-
phone comes between the people who are communicating, 
while there is no such interference in nonmediated interac-
tion. People who are shy and insecure when it comes to 
dating or sex, for example, may be much more comfortable 
relating to others on mediated websites such as Match.com 
and OkCupid.

Another sociological issue related to the Internet is the 
impact on our lives of spending so much time interacting 
on social networking sites. Consider the effects of the 7.5 
hours per day—up by a full hour in only five years—that 
young people between the ages of 8 and 18 spend on elec-
tronic devices of all types (Lewin 2010). In some cases, 
little time remains for other activities (schoolwork, face-to-
face interaction). Increasing the ability of children to spend 
time on these devices is the growing availability of mobile 
devices such as smartphones, tablets, and iPods. In 2013, 
about 75 percent of children in the United States under 8 
years of age lived in homes with mobile devices, compared 
to 52 percent just two years earlier. They were also more 
than twice as likely to use such devices in 2013 than they 
were in 2011 (Common Sense Media 2013). A recent study 
of parents and children in fast-food restaurants found that 
a significant majority of the parents were more absorbed 
in their mobile devices than they were in relating to their 
children (Radesky et al. 2014).

We may also multitask among several online and offline 
interactions simultaneously, such as in class or while doing 
homework. You may think you do a great job of multitasking, 

but dividing focus in this way can actually reduce your ability 
to comprehend and remember and thus lower your perfor-
mance on tests and other assignments (PBS 2010).

Internet technology also affects the nature of consump-
tion. More of it is taking place on such sites as eBay and 
Amazon.com, and that trend is expected to continue to grow. 
In 2010, a Pew study found that during an average day 21 
percent of Internet users in the United States look for infor-
mation about a service or product they are thinking about 
buying (Jansen 2010). It is also easier for people to spend 
money on consumption on Internet sites than it is in the 
material world. It is worth noting that these sites, as well as 
the Internet in general, are global in their scope. The ease 
with which global interactions and transactions occur on the 
Internet is a powerful indicator of, and spur to, the process 
of globalization.

Smartphones are also having a variety of effects on con-
sumption. For example, on the one hand, they are making it 
easier for people to find particular kinds of restaurants and to 
get to them quickly and efficiently. On the other hand, when 
people are eating in those restaurants, smartphones tend to 
slow down service because diners take time photographing 
the meal, taking selfies, and asking wait staff to take photos 
of them (Griswold 2014).

GLOBALIZATION, CONSUMPTION,  
THE DIGITAL WORLD, AND YOU
The three main issues discussed above are of great concern to 
you as a college student. You live a good part of your life in 
these three interrelated domains.

You live a truly global existence in a college or uni-
versity. A significant number of your classmates come from 
elsewhere in the world. Your classes are increasingly being 
taught by teachers from other parts of the globe. The ideas 
you are learning are the most global of all, flowing freely 
from virtually everywhere in the world to become part of 
lectures and textbooks.

As consumers, you and your classmates are likely well 
acquainted with the college bookstore and the nearby shop-
ping mall. In addition, on the Internet you are able to find a 
nearly infinite variety of goods (including this textbook) and 
services, the majority of which are likely to come from the far 
reaches of the world.

Finally, an increasing portion of your education is 
obtained through the inherently global Internet—for exam-
ple, through e-learning on web-based courses and online 
degree programs. In 2013 the number of students taking at 
least one online course nearly doubled, to 45 percent from 23 
percent five years before (Bolkan 2013). With the emergence 
of massive open online courses (MOOCs), you, and perhaps 
hundreds of thousands of students from around the globe, 
are increasingly likely to participate in global classes (includ-
ing courses in sociology; Behbehanian and Burawoy 2014) 

Social changes brought about by the thorough integration of the Internet 
into most areas of our lives have been enormously influential—and the 
changes are far from over. Teenagers and even very young children take 
constant connectivity for granted, suggesting that most of the changes we 
are witnessing will become ever more pervasive.
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and other programs available on the Internet (see Chapter 11 
for more on MOOCs) (Heller 2013; Lewin 2012).

Globalization, consumption, and the Internet are of great 
importance on their own. However, perhaps more important 
are the ways in which they interact with one another and 
interpenetrate with your life as a college student—and the 
lives of virtually everyone else.

SOCIOLOGY:  
CONTINUITY AND CHANGE
This chapter has emphasized recent social changes and their 
impact on society and on sociology, but there is also much 
continuity in society, as well as in the field of sociology. This 
section deals with a number of traditional approaches and 
concerns in sociology that are of continuing relevance to even 
the most recent sociological issues.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION
The systematic study of the social world has always required 
imagination on the part of sociologists. There are various 
ways to look at the social world. For example, instead of 
looking at the world from the point of view of an insider, 
one can, at least psychologically, place oneself outside that 
world. The U.S. “War on Terror” might look defensible from 
the perspective of an American, especially one who lived 
through 9/11, but it would look quite different if you imag-
ined yourself in the place of an innocent Muslim caught in 
the middle of that war.

ASK YOURSELF
From what perspective do you view the 9/11 attacks on 
the United States? What might they look like from other 
perspectives? Could you ever consider them from a different 
angle? Why or why not?

C. Wright Mills (1959) argued that sociologists have 
a unique perspective—the sociological imagination—that 
gives them a distinctive sociological, rather than personal, 
way of looking at data or reflecting on the world around 
them. An example of the utility of the sociological imagina-
tion can be found in the ideas of one of the classic thinkers 
in the history of sociology, Georg Simmel ([1907] 1978). 
Among many other things, Simmel argued that money is cru-
cial to a modern economy. For example, cash money allows 
people to be paid easily for their work and makes it just as 
easy for them to buy goods and services. However, money 
not only speeds up consumption but also allows people to 
consume more than they otherwise would. While a money 
economy creates problems, the sociological imagination 

allows us to see that credit nearly wrecked the American, and 
much of the global, economy during the Great Recession. 
The availability of “money” had dramatically increased with 
the expansion of credit for individuals in the form of mort-
gage loans, auto loans, and credit cards. People not only 
tended to spend all of the cash (including savings) they had 
on hand, but they were also going into more and more debt 
because loans were easy to obtain. Simmel’s imaginative 
thinking on money allows us to better understand the prob-
lems created by easy credit.

Private Troubles and Public Issues
The sociological imagination may be most useful in help-
ing sociologists see the linkage between private troubles and 
public issues. For example, prior to the onset of the Great 
Recession, the sociological imagination would have been 
useful in alerting society to the fact that the increasing levels 
of individual consumption and debt, seen at the time as pri-
vate issues, would soon morph into a public issue—the near 
collapse of the global economy. Credit cards can create both 
private troubles and public issues. A person going so deeply 
into debt that there is no way out other than declaring bank-
ruptcy is experiencing a private trouble. However, private 
troubles become public issues when high levels of personal 

The U.S. sociologist C. Wright Mills achieved success early in life and died 
when he was only 46.
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debt and bankruptcy lead to bank failures and even default 
on debts by various nations. A 2011 White House report 
detailing the fact that women are more likely than men to 
be concentrated in lower-paying jobs (see Figure 1.5; U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Executive Office of the President, 
and White House Council on Women and Girls 2011) pro-
vides another example: Women are much more likely to be 
comparatively poorly paid dental hygienists than they are to 
be dentists, or legal assistants rather than lawyers. For many 
women, being limited occupationally creates personal trou-
bles, such as inadequate income and job dissatisfaction. But 
this is also a public issue, not only because the discrepancy 
between the sexes is unfair to women as a whole but also 
because society is not benefiting from the many contributions 
women could be making.

The decision to pursue one college major or career path 
over another could become a private trouble if a student 
makes a poor choice or has one forced upon him or her. 
Sociologists have also shown that such choices are very 
much related to larger public issues. If many people make 
poor choices, or are forced into them—as women and other 
minorities often are—this will lead to public issues such 
as wide-scale job dissatisfaction and poor performance on 
the job. Culturally based ideas about gender often shape 
personal preferences in choosing a college major (Charles 
and Bradley 2009), and gendered beliefs about career com-
petence steer women and men toward different types of jobs 
and away from others (Correll 2001, 2004; Ridgeway and 
Correll 2004). Being in a poorly paid and unsatisfying job 
is a personal trouble for an individual woman, but it is a 
public issue when large numbers of women find themselves 
in this situation.

ASK YOURSELF
Do you agree that private choices sometimes lead to, or are part 
of, public issues? Can you think of an example from your own 
life or the life of a family member?

The Micro–Macro Relationship
The interest in personal troubles and public issues is a spe-
cific example of a larger and more basic sociological con-
cern with the relationship between microscopic (micro, or 
small-scale) social phenomena, such as individuals and their 
thoughts and actions, and macroscopic (macro, or large-
scale) social phenomena, such as groups, organizations, 
cultures, society, and the world, as well as the relationships 
among them (Turner 2005). For example, Karl Marx, often 
considered one of the earliest and most important sociolo-
gists, was interested in the relationship between what work-
ers do and think (micro issues) and the capitalist economic 
system (a macro issue) in which the workers exist. To take 
a more contemporary example, Randall Collins (2009) has 
sought to develop a theory of violence that deals with every-
thing from individuals skilled in violent interactions, such 
as attacking those who are weak, to the material resources 
needed by violent organizations to cause the destruction 
of other violent organizations. An example of the former 
type of violent organization is the well-equipped U.S. Navy 
SEALs team that killed Osama bin Laden in 2011 and 
through that act helped hasten the decline of al-Qaeda. A 
new violent organization, Islamic State, arose in 2014 and 
quickly routed the Iraqi army using, among other things, 
captured American weapons.

In fact, there is a continuum 
that runs from the most microscopic 
to the most macroscopic of social 
realities, with phenomena at roughly 
the midpoint of this continuum best 
thought of as meso (middle or inter-
mediate) realities. The definition of 
sociology presented at the beginning 
of this chapter fits this continuum 
quite well. Individual actions and 
thoughts lie on the micro end of the 
continuum; groups, organizations, 
cultures, and societies fall more 
toward the macro end; and world-
wide structures and processes are 
at the end point on the macro end 
of the continuum. Although in their 
own work the vast majority of indi-
vidual sociologists focus on only very 
limited segments of this continuum, 
the field as a whole is concerned with 

FIGURE 1.5 • Percentages of Women in Selected Occupations, 2010
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the continuum in its entirety as well as with the interrelation-
ships among its various components.

The Agency–Structure Relationship
American sociologists tend to think in terms of the micro–
macro relationship. In other parts of the world, sociologists 
are more oriented to the agency–structure relationship. The 
agency–structure continuum is complex, but for our pur-
poses we can think of agency as resembling the micro level 
and structure as resembling the macro level.

The utility of the agency–structure terminology is that 
it highlights several important social realities and aspects 
of the field of sociology. Of greatest significance is the 
fact that the term agency gives great importance to the  
individual—the “agent”—as having power and a capac-
ity for creativity (Giddens 1984). In sociological work on 
agency, great emphasis is placed on the individual’s mental 
abilities and the ways in which these abilities are used to 
create important, if not decisive, actions.

However, agents are seen as enmeshed in macro-level 
social and cultural structures that they create and by which 
they are constrained (King 2004). For example, as a stu-
dent, you help create the university you attend, but you are 

also constrained by it and the power it has over you. Agents 
(you as a student, in this case) have great power. Individual 
agents are dangerous giants (Goffman 1961b: 81). They 
have the potential to disrupt and destroy the structures in 
which they find themselves. Yet often agents do not realize 
the power they possess. As a result, social structures such as 
the university and the class you are currently taking func-
tion for long periods of time with little or no disruption by 
individual agents.

However, there are times, such as during the anti–
Vietnam War protests of the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
when students come to realize that they are dangerous 
giants and act to change not only the university but also 
the larger society (Gitlin 1993). In one case, after a student 
protest that involved a six-day campout that completely 
trashed the office of Grayson Kirk, president of Columbia 
University, Kirk asked, “My god, how could human beings 
do a thing like this?”

There are far more minor, everyday actions that reflect 
the fact that people can be dangerous giants. Examples 
involving students include questioning a professor’s argu-
ment or going to the dean to protest the excessive absences 
of an instructor. However, most people most of the time do 
not realize that they are dangerous giants.

THE SOCIAL  
CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY
The discussion of agency and structure leads to another 
basic concept in sociology: the social construction of  
reality (Berger and Luckmann 1967). People at the agency 
end of the continuum are seen as creating social reality, basi-
cally macro-level phenomena, through their thoughts and 
actions. That reality then comes to have a life of its own. 
That is, it becomes a structure that is partly or wholly sep-
arate from the people who created it and exist in it. Once 
macro phenomena have lives of their own, they constrain and 
even control what people do. Of course, people can refuse to 
accept these constraints and controls and create new social 
realities. This process of individual creation of structural 
realities, constraint, and coercion then begins anew, in a con-
tinuing loop. It is this continuous loop that is the heart of 
agency–structure and micro–macro relationships, the social 
world, and the field of sociology.

For example, in the realm of consumption, it is people—
as designers, manufacturers, consumers, and bloggers—who 
create the world of fashion (Entwhistle 2009). However, once 
the fashion world comes into existence, that world has a great 
deal of influence over the social constructions, especially the 
tastes, of individuals who purchase the fashions it produces. 
Famous fashion houses such as Dior and Givenchy dominate 
the industry and perpetuate their existence through continual 
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Workers and their unions is an example of the micro–macro  
relationship.
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style changes. These companies—and, more important, the 
“fast-fashion” companies that copy and mass-produce their 
products, like H&M, Forever 21, and Zara—control people’s 
tastes in fashion and thereby the nature of the clothing they 
buy and wear. Changing fashions are highly profitable for 
the companies involved. Consumers are led to be eager to 
buy the latest fashions, although most often in the form of 
relatively inexpensive fast-fashion knockoffs.

Of course, many people do not accept such social con-
structions; they do not go along with the constraints of the 
fashion industry. They do not wear what the industry wants 
them to wear, and they do not change the way they dress 
because of changes in styles induced by the fashion indus-
try. Many people have their own sense of fashion and cre-
ate their own way of dressing. Others ignore fashion alto-
gether. Of greatest importance from this perspective is the 
fact that the idea of what is in fashion often comes not from 
the fashion industry but rather from the ways of dressing 
that people put together themselves. These people, in a real 
sense, construct their own social reality. In fact, in a process 
known as “cool hunting” (Gloor and Cooper 2007), scouts 
for the fashion industry seek out new and interesting ways 
of dressing, often focusing on what young people in the 
suburbs and the inner cities are wearing. They bring those 
innovative ideas back to the fashion industry, and some of 
them are turned into the following year’s fashions.

SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND PROCESSES
The nineteenth-century sociologist Auguste Comte was 
important not only for inventing the term sociology in 
1839 but also for being the originator of sociology as a 
field. Crucial for our purposes here is his early distinction 
between what he called “social statics” and “social dynam-
ics.” In his social statics, Comte (1856) looked at the vari-
ous “parts” (structures) of society, such as the manufacturers 
and retailers of clothing fashions, and the ways in which 
they relate to one another as well as to the whole of society. 
In examining such relationships, Comte investigated social 
processes among and between parts of society as well as in 
society as a whole. However, under the heading of social 
dynamics, his main focus was on a specific social process—
social change—and how the various parts of society change.

It is important to emphasize here that social structures 
are enduring and regular social arrangements, such as the 
family and the state. When social structures change, they 
change very slowly. Social processes are the dynamic and 
ever-changing aspects of the social world.

The elements of globalization can be divided between 
structures (e.g., the United Nations) and a variety of more 
specific social processes (e.g., the migration of people across 
national borders). In terms of consumption, we can think of the 
shopping mall (or Amazon.com) as a structure and the shop-
ping (or consumption) that takes place in it as a process. Finally, 

the Internet as a whole and social networking sites in particular 
are structures, while the communication and the social interac-
tion that take place in them can be viewed as processes.

Needless to say, neither the shopping mall nor the Internet 
existed in Comte’s day. Once again we see that the social world 
is constantly changing and that sociologists, as well as students 
of sociology, must be sensitive to those changes. However, 
some of sociology’s earliest concepts continue to be applicable, 
and usefully applied, to the social world.

SOCIOLOGY’S PURPOSE: 
SCIENCE OR SOCIAL REFORM?
Comte was famous not only for examining the relation-
ship between structure and process but also for arguing 
that such study ought to be scientific. He believed that 
the social world was dominated by laws and that sociol-
ogy’s task was to uncover those laws. As those laws were 
uncovered, the science of sociology would develop. But 
Comte was also concerned about the problems of his day 
and interested in solving them through social reform. In 
fact, to Comte, science and reform should not be separated 
from one another. A number of classical sociologists—Karl 
Marx, Émile Durkheim, Jane Addams, and others—shared 
this view. Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto (1848) 
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both in discovering the laws of the social world and in solving social 
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was not only a commentary on the social ills of the capitalist 
economy but also a rallying cry to workers to organize and 
abolish capitalism.

Many of today’s sociologists study social problems of 
all sorts, such as poverty and crime. They use a variety of 
scientific methods to collect large amounts of data on these 
problems (see Chapter 2). They also seek to use what they 
learn about the problems to suggest ways of reforming soci-
ety. They believe that these two activities—scientific research 
and social reform—can and should be mutually enriching. 
While many contemporary sociologists accept this position, 
some sociologists focus more on scientific research and others 
are more engaged in activities designed to reform society and 
address social problems.

The sociologists who engage in “pure science” operate with 
the conviction that we need to have a better understanding of 
how the social world operates before we can change it. For 
example, “ethnomethodologists” (see Chapter 2) argue that the 
task of the sociologist is to improve our understanding of com-
mon forms of social behavior (Rawls 2011). They research the 
details of everyday life, such as how we know when a laugh is 
expected in a conversation, or when to applaud or boo during 
a speech. For them, the goal is purely knowledge and under-
standing. Such sociologists argue that using that knowledge to 
reform society might adversely affect or distort social behaviors.

Other sociologists take the opposite position. C. Wright 
Mills was little interested in doing scientific research. He was 
mostly interested in such social reforms as limiting or eliminating 
the unwholesome and worrisome ties between the military and 
industry in the United States. He was also critical of many of the 
most prominent sociologists of his day for their orientation toward 
being pure scientists, their lack of concern for the pressing prob-
lems of the day, and their unwillingness to do anything about those  
problems.

Feminist sociologists have extended the argument, 
pointing out that the topics and methods of objective, scien-
tific sociology themselves sometimes reflect, and ultimately 
reinforce, social inequality along the lines of race, gender, 
and class because they are based on the assumptions of 
society’s elite. For example, feminist scholar Cynthia Fuchs 
Epstein (1988) has argued that supposedly scientific dis-
tinctions between males and females have often been based 
on social biases. These social biases can be explained by the 
“prejudices against women and cultural notions emphasiz-
ing differences between the sexes” (Epstein 1988: 17).

ASK YOURSELF
What do you believe should be the main purpose of sociology: 
pure science or social reform? Why? Make a note to ask yourself 
this question again at the end of your course. Did you answer 
it differently?

SOCIOLOGY, THE  
OTHER SOCIAL SCIENCES, 
AND COMMON SENSE
Sociology is one of the social sciences—that is, it is one of the 
fields that studies various aspects of the social world. Among 
the others are anthropology, communication studies, econom-
ics, geography, political science, and psychology. Generally 
speaking, sociology is the broadest of these fields; social scien-
tists in other fields are more likely than sociologists to delve into 
specific aspects of the social world in great depth. Sociological 
study touches on the culture of concern to anthropologists, the 
nation-state of interest to political scientists, and the mental 
processes that are the focus of psychologists. However, that 
does not mean that sociology is in any sense “better” than—or, 
conversely, not as good as—the other social sciences.

This concluding section will focus on the different ways 
in which these fields approach one of this book’s signature 
concerns—globalization.

 � Anthropology: Focuses on cultural aspects of societies 
around the world, such as the foods people eat and how 
they eat them, as well as the differences among cultures 
around the globe (Inda and Rosaldo 2008).

 � Communication studies: Examines communications across 
the globe, with the Internet obviously of focal concern in 
the contemporary world.

 � Economics: Investigates the production, distribution, and 
consumption of resources through markets and other 
structures that span much of the globe, especially those 
based on and involving money.

 � Geography: Studies spatial relationships on a global scale 
and maps those spaces (Herod 2009).

 � Political science: Studies nation-states, especially the ways 
in which they relate to one another around the world as 
well as how they have grown increasingly unable to con-
trol global flows of migrants, viruses, recreational drugs, 
Internet scams, and the like.

 � Psychology: Examines the ways in which individual identi-
ties are shaped by increased awareness of the rest of the 
world and tensions associated with globalization (e.g., job 
loss), which may lead to individual psychological prob-
lems such as depression (Lemert and Elliott 2006).

Sociology encompasses all these concerns, and many 
others, in its approach to globalization. It studies globe-
straddling cultures (such as consumer culture or fast-food cul-
ture), relationships between political systems (the European 
Union and its member nations, for example), communication  
networks (such as CNN and Al Jazeera or Twitter and 
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Facebook), and markets (for labor or stocks and 
bonds, for example) that cover vast expanses of the 
globe. Sociology maps all of these, as well as their 
impacts, both good and bad, on individuals. You 
might want to study the other fields to get a sense of 
the depth of what they have to offer on specific aspects 
of globalization. However, if you are looking for the 
field that gives you the broadest possible view of all of 
these things as well as the ways in which they inter-
relate, that field is sociology.

While sociology and the other social sciences dif-
fer from one another in important ways, they are all 
quite different from commonsense understandings of 
the social world. Everyone participates in globaliza-
tion in one way or another. However, few if any people 
research these phenomena in the same rigorous way 
and to the same degree that social scientists examine 
them. That research leads to, among other things, a greater 
understanding of the nature of globalization. For example, you 
probably have a sense that globalization has changed society—
perhaps even an impression that it is changing your life. What 
you are unlikely to know are globalization’s causes, effects, 
and linkages to other social phenomena, or its largely invis-
ible effects on society and the world. Research on the topic is 
also likely to yield much more insight into the pros and cons 
of globalization on the personal, societal, and global levels. 
Such detailed knowledge and insight will help you, and oth-
ers, more successfully navigate the accompanying changes in 
social processes and structures.

One example of the gap between common sense and 
social scientific knowledge relates to perceptions of the gap 
between the rich and the poor. A study of more than 5,000 
Americans showed that people believe that the top fifth of the 

SUMMARY 
Social changes in the last few centuries, including the Industrial 
Revolution, the growth of white-collar work, the increased partici-
pation of women in the labor force, and the arrival of the informa-
tion age, have set the stage for sociology to come into its own. 
Sociology is the systematic examination of the ways in which people 
are affected by and affect the social structures and social processes 
associated with the groups, organizations, cultures, societies, and 
world in which they exist. This book deals with innumerable social 
issues, but it focuses especially on three powerful structural forces 
in the social world that have drawn the attention of contemporary 
sociologists: globalization, consumption, and digital technology.

As the world has become more globalized, individual societies have 
lost some of their significance, and larger, transnational organiza-
tions have become more prominent. Global society has also become 
more fluid. People move more quickly and easily across borders, as 
do goods, messages, and music, among many other things.

Consumption is the process by which people obtain and uti-
lize various goods and services. While it may seem like a posi-
tive force, sociologists have also identified some of its negative 
aspects. Among these are overconsumption, excessive and rising 
debt, and the increasing likelihood of defining ourselves by what 
we own rather than by our actions or our social relationships.

Life in the digital world and its links to life in the real world have 
become major topics of study for sociologists. Technology also 
plays an important role in consumption, particularly with the shift 
from highly social shopping experiences, such as in a mall with 
other people, to the more isolated experience of shopping online.

The McDonaldization of society brings the rational principles of 
the fast-food industry into prominence in additional sectors of 
society and the world. These principles are efficiency, calculabil-
ity, predictability, and control.

population in the United States possesses about 59 percent of 
the country’s wealth. In fact, however, the top fifth actually 
holds almost 84 percent of the wealth (Norton and Ariely 
2011). Figure 1.6 shows the results of this study. The com-
monsense view, then, is that wealth is far more evenly distrib-
uted than the scientific data reveal. This study also refuted 
the commonsense idea that the United States is a fair and 
equal society. When respondents were asked what the ideal 
wealth distribution would be, the average response was that 
the top fifth of the population should own only 32 percent 
of the wealth, not the 59 percent they guessed and certainly 
not the 84 percent that the upper fifth actually possesses.

While common sense is important, even to sociolo-
gists, there is no substitute for the systematic study of the 
social world in both its minutest detail and its broadest 
manifestations.

FIGURE 1.6 • Wealth of the Top 20 Percent of U.S. 
Residents: Popular Views versus Reality
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All these changes are easier to understand using C. Wright 
Mills’s “sociological imagination,” which calls on us to look at 
phenomena not just from a personal perspective but also from 
the outside, from a distinctively sociological perspective. It is 
also helpful to see the relationship between private troubles and 
larger public issues and to acknowledge that much of our reality 
is socially constructed.

Sociologists study many topics, sometimes to understand them 
through scientific research and sometimes to help generate change 
and reform. Many of the topics discussed in this book are familiar to 
you from your daily life. Try to take a more systematic sociological 
approach to understanding them. Keep in mind that sociological 
phenomena are all around you, and keep your own sociological 
imagination honed and ready as you explore the social world.

REVIEW QUESTIONS 
 1. Use your sociological imagination to think of ways that your 

individual choices and actions will be influenced by ongoing 
developments in the Muslim world.

 2. Your social world is continually changing. What are some 
examples of new technologies that have been developed 
during your lifetime? How have they changed the way you 
interact with and relate to others?

 3. How do shopping malls reflect increasing globalization? 
Do you think shopping malls lead to a sameness of culture 
around the world, or do they allow local areas to retain 
their differences?

 4. What items are you most likely to buy using the Internet? 
How do social networking sites (Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram) influence what you consume?

 5. Beginning in 2010, WikiLeaks released thousands of 
confidential documents obtained from government, military, 
and corporate sources. What social structures have impeded 
the flow of this kind of information in the past? How have 
the Internet and social networking sites made it easier to 
get around these structural barriers?

 6. According to C. Wright Mills, how are private troubles 
different from public issues? How can we use the micro/
macro distinction to show how private troubles are related 
to public issues?

 7. What is the difference between structure and agency? 
Within your classroom, could you be a “dangerous giant”? 
In what ways does your school prevent you from becoming 
a dangerous giant?

 8. What do sociologists mean by the social construction 
of reality? How can you apply this perspective to better 
understand trends in the music industry?

 9. How is The McDonaldization of Society an example of 
public sociology? Can you think of ways in which we can 
use “pure science” to better understand the process of 
McDonaldization? What do you believe should be the goal 
of research?

10. How is sociology’s approach to globalization different from 
those of other social sciences? What are the advantages 
of using a sociological approach to understanding 
globalization?

APPLYING THE SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION 
Twitter has emerged as a way to share information instanta-
neously and to keep up-to-date with what is happening. But how 
can we use Twitter to make sense of the interrelated processes 
of globalization and consumption?

For this activity, go to Twitter.com and find the day’s top trending 
topics worldwide. Explore these top trends by clicking on them and 
looking at the specific tweets. Do research online to get informa-
tion on topics mentioned in the tweets that are unfamiliar to you.

In what ways are these topics and tweets reflective of a global-
ized world? How are these topics and tweets related to goods 
and services that you consume? In what ways does Twitter 
facilitate the flow of information and goods globally? How 
does this influence the decisions and choices that individuals 
make at the micro level? How do these trends affect your 
own choices?

KEY TERMS 
agency: The potential to disrupt or  
destroy the structures in which one finds 
oneself. (p. 15)

consumption: The process by which 
people obtain and utilize goods and  
services. (p. 6)

dangerous giant: An agent who threat-
ens social structures. (p. 15)

globalization: The increasing fluid-
ity of global flows and the structures  
that expedite and impede those flows. 
(p. 6)

macro: Macroscopic; used to describe 
large-scale social phenomena such as 
groups, organizations, cultures, society, 
and the globe. (p. 14)

McDonald izat ion :  The  p roces s  
by which the rational principles of the 
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fast-food restaurant are coming to domi-
nate more and more sectors of society  
and more societies throughout the 
world. (p. 9)

mediated interaction: Social interac-
tion in which technological devices come 
between the participants, unlike in face-
to-face interaction. (p. 12)

micro: Microscopic; used to describe 
small-scale social phenomena such  
as individuals and their thoughts and 
actions. (p. 14)

public sociology: Sociological work 
addressed to a wide range of audiences, 
most of which are outside the academy, 

including a variety of local, national, and 
global groups. (p. 4)

social construction of reality: The contin-
uous process of individual creation of struc-
tural realities and the constraint and coercion 
exercised by those structures.  (p. 15)

social processes: The dynamic and  
ever-changing aspects of the social 
world. (p. 16)

social structures: Enduring and regular 
social arrangements, such as the family 
and the state. (p. 16)

society: A complex pattern of social rela-
tionships that is bounded in space and 
persists over time. (p. 5)

sociological imagination: A unique 
perspective that gives sociologists 
a distinctive way of looking at data  
and reflecting on the world around  
them. (p. 13)

sociology: The systematic study of 
the ways in which people are affected 
by and affect the social structures and 
social processes that are associated with 
the groups, organizations, cultures,  
societies, and world in which they exist. 
(p. 2)

technology: The interplay of machines, 
tools, skills, and procedures for the 
accomplishment of tasks. (p. 11)
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION AND APPLICATION

LO 1-1: Identify major social changes since the 1880s 
studied by sociologists.

 How Social Networks Changed the World 

 Should Internships Be Paid, Unpaid, or Illegal? 

 The Origins and Effects of the Industrial Revolution

LO 1-2: Explain why sociologists today focus on trends 
in globalization and consumption.

 Blogging to Enhance Student Engagement in Social Problems 

 How Globalization Impacts the Third World

 The Ultimate Media Consumption Device

LO 1-3: Describe what we mean by the 
McDonaldization of society.

 Understanding the McDonaldization Theory

 Saying Sayonara to “Super-Size Me”

 The Effects of Fast-Tracking Higher Education 

LO 1-4: Explain sociology’s approach to studying social 
life, including using the sociological imagination and 
examining the relationship between private troubles 
and public issues.

 The Sociological Imagination Explained

 Motivation behind Boston Marathon Bombing

 The International Center for Research on Women

LO 1-5: Differentiate between sociology’s two possible 
purposes, science and social reform.

 “Data Science for Social Good” Summer Fellowship

 Defining the New “Social Animal” 

 Using Social Media Outlets to Study Society

LO 1-6: Evaluate the ways in which sociological 
knowledge differs from common sense.

 Unravel the Myth of Common Sense

 Does Political Correctness Stifle Creativity?

 Sociology versus the Obvious
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