Lecture №1.These texts are taken from the book of Richard T.Schaefer, Sociology,1988.
Theme «Sociology as a science»

1.The sociological approach.

2.Sociological theory

3.Durkheim’s Study of Suicide

4.Levels of Analysis in Sociology

5.Sociology and the Social Sciences

Sociology (from Latin: socius, "companion"; and the suffix -ology, "the study of", from Greek λόγος, lógos, "knowledge") is the scientific or systematic study of society, including patterns of social relationships, social interaction, and culture.
 
Sociology is the objective study of human society and social interaction. The discipline of sociology enables us to look beyond our limited view of the world to society as a whole – the values and ideas shared by its members, the groups and institutions that compose it, and the forces that change it.

There are many ways of studying society and social interaction. Perhaps the best way to introduce the discipline of sociology, then, is to look first at its approach – its special way of dealing with its subject matter.

The sociological approach.

In its approach to the study of society and social interaction, sociology strives to be scientific. This means that sociologists do not rely on insight, belief, or hearsay. Astute observers throughout history have commented on the relationship between people and their societies. The plays of Shakespeare, the essays of Voltaire, the novels of Dickens all contain brilliant insights into human relationships and social systems. And folk proverbs such as ″Love your neighbor, but don’t pull down the hedge″ and ″The innkeeper loves the drunkard, but not for a son-in-law″ contain much social wisdom. But sociologists, however much they may enjoy or want to believe such insights, cannot accept them as firm bases for understanding or explanation. They rely instead on scientific evidence obtained by the systematic study of human social life.

Whenever it is possible and valid, sociologists use research techniques similar to those of the natural sciences, such as biology and physics. They often conduct research using the scientific method. That is, they establish testable hypotheses and decide ahead of time which results will lead them to accept or reject the hypotheses.

Like other scientists, sociologists strive to reach conclusions and present findings that are objective – not biased by emotion or preferences. It is this commitment to scientific methods that makes sociology different from the nonscientific disciplines of the humanities, such as literature, religion, and philosophy. Sociology’s ultimate aim is to develop a refined body of scientific knowledge that can explain and, in some cases, predict social events.

But it is not easy to be entirely unbiased when studying other human beings and the use of the scientific within sociology has many problems. Human beings, unlike stones, stars, or molecules of gas, are sensitive and have feelings, thoughts, and personal interests. The fact that sociologists, like their subject matter, are sensitive and moral beings places strict limits on what and how they can study. Sociologists cannot, for example, deprive children of love or human contact in order to test theories about human development. Nor can they start a war and engineer its conditions to see how people respond or how much they can ″tolerate.″ Because people are so different from the kinds of things studied by natural scientists, many sociologists modify and add to the methods of natural sciences.

The discovery of sociological truth also depends heavily, sociologists argue, on the personal understanding of the investigator. This position was made popular by the German sociologist Max Weber, who suggested that the best way to understand human behavior is by a direct ″sympathetic understanding″ of what is going on in the minds of those under study.

Most sociologists have come to believe that the methods of the ″hard″ (or natural) sciences alone are not enough to produce a full understanding of the human experience. Much sociological work shows the stamp of the humanities, especially philosophy. This interplay of approaches, a blend of science and the humanities, makes sociology the exciting and fascinating field that is today.

Sociology: the science of the obvious. It is sometimes charged by nonsociologists that sociology is a science of the obvious. Sociologists, it is said, spend a lot of money to ″discover″ what everyone already knows. This misconception exists because sociology deals with the familiar world of people and society. Indeed, everyone is, to some degree, an amateur sociologist, with a pet theory to explain what makes the world work and people tick. By contrast, the subject matter of the natural sciences is often outside the realm of common experience. Answers to problems in the natural sciences are most often cast in language and symbols that the average person can barely understand. But because the subject matter of sociology is familiar, one must be extremely careful in working with sociological materials. Statements that sound like common sense, and the reasons given to support them, may not be – and often are not true.

Take, for example, the problem of suicide, which has become the second leading cause of death (after accidents) among young people in the US. Which of the following statements about suicide and its causes would you say, on the basis of common sense, are true?

1. Because they are the dependent, even oppressed, sex, more women than men commit suicide.

2. More young people than old people commit suicide. When one is young, the stresses and uncertainties of life are greatest.

3. Due to years of inequality and discrimination, blacks have a higher suicide rate then whites.

4. More people commit suicide around the major holidays because it is during these times that people feel the loneliest and most depressed.

5. People are more likely to commit suicide after extensive media coverage of other suicides.

Sociological data and research have shown that each of these statements is false. As table 1.1 shows, the suicide rate is consistently higher among men than women (although women do attempt suicide more often then men do). The elderly commit suicide at a higher rate then the young, partly because of ill health. The suicide rate among blacks is relatively low compared to that among whites. Recent research has not supported the popular assumption that holidays are a risk factor in suicide (Philips and Wills). Other studies have shown that people who are not already at risk of suicide are not more likely to take their own lives after exposure to extensive media coverage of suicides, although those individuals who are already at risk of suicide may be affected. (Weiss)

Table 1.1.Suicide rates per 100,000 population, by sex, race, and age group 

	                                              Male
	Female

	Age
	     Total

(other races not shown separately)
	White
	Black
	White
	Black

	All ages

(other age groups not shown separately)
	12,8
	22,3
	11,1
	5,9
	2,3

	10-14 years old
	1,5
	2,4
	1,5
	0,7
	0,4

	15-19 years old
	10,2
	18,2
	7,1
	4,1
	2,1

	20-24 years old
	15,8
	28,4
	16,0
	5,3
	2,4

	25-34 years old
	15,7
	26,4
	21,3
	6,2
	3,8

	35-44 years old
	15,2
	23,9
	17,5
	8,3
	2,8

	45-54 years old
	16,4
	26,3
	12,8
	9,6
	3,2

	55-64 years old
	17,0
	28,7
	9,9
	9,0
	4,2

	65 years & over
	21,5
	45,6
	16,2
	7,5
	2,4

	65-74 years old
	19,7
	37,6
	16,1
	7,7
	2,8

	75-84 years old
	25,2
	58,9
	16,0
	8,0
	2,6

	85 years & over
	20,8
	66,3
	17,9
	5,0
	  -

	Source: US Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States (Washington, D.C.: US Government. Print. Office)


Sociological theory
So, why do people commit suicide? One traditional commonsense answer is that people inherit the desire to kill themselves. Another view is that sunspots drive people to take their own lives. These explanations will not seem especially convincing if you employ the perspective of sociology, but they do represent two beliefs widely held as recently as 1900.

Sociologists are not particularly interested in why any one individual commits suicide; they are more concerned with why people in general take their own lives. This leads sociologists to examine the social forces that influence people in deciding whether or not to attempt suicide. In order to undertake such research, sociologists develop theories that offer a general explanation of some type of behavior.

In sociology, a theory is a statement or series of statements that uses concepts to explain problems, actions, or behavior. An effective theory will have both explanatory and predictive power. That is, it will help us to develop a broad and integrated view of seemingly isolated phenomena and to understand how one type of change in an environment leads to others.

An essential task in building a sociological theory is to examine the relationship between bits of data, gathered through research, that may seem completely unrelated. For example, suppose that you are given data about the number of reported suicides in various European nations in 1869. You are told that there were 5144 reported suicides in France in that year, 1588 in England, and only 462 in Denmark. If you restricted yourself to those data, you might attempt to develop a theory about why there were so many suicides in France and so few in Denmark. However, in researching this very problem, Emile Durkheim looked into suicide data in much greater detail and developed a highly original theory about the relationship between suicide and social factors. 

Durkheim’s Study of Suicide

Durkheim was primarily concerned not with the personalities of individual suicide victims, but rather with suicide rates and how they varied from country to country. As a result, when he looked at the number of reported suicides in France, England, and Denmark in 1869, he also examined the populations of these nations to determine their rates of suicide. In doing so, he found that whereas England had only 67 reported suicides per million inhabitants, France had 135 per million and Denmark had 277 per million. Thus, in terms of national comparisons, the question then became: ″Why did Denmark (rather then France) have a comparatively high rate of reported suicides? ″

Durkheim went much deeper into his investigation of suicide rates, and the result was his landmark work Suicide, published in 1897. Durkheim refused to automatically accept unproven explanations regarding suicide, including the beliefs that such deaths were caused by cosmic forces or by inherited tendencies. Instead, he focused on such problems as the cohesiveness or lack of cohesiveness of religious and occupational groups.

Durkheim’s research suggested that suicide, while a solitary act, is related to group life. Protestants had much higher suicide rates than Catholics did; the unmarried had much higher rates than married people did; soldiers were more likely to take their lives than civilians were. In addition, it appeared that there were higher rates of suicide in times of peace than in times of war and revolution, and in times of economic instability and recession rather than in times of prosperity. Durkheim concluded that the suicide rates of a society reflected the extent to which people were or were not integrated into the group life of the society. In his studies of suicide rates in France, England, and Denmark, Emile Durkheim divided this disturbing phenomenon into four distinct categories, each of what suggests a particular relationship between the individual and society in terms of group solidarity (see Box 1.1). 

Box 1.1. Around the World. Four Types of Suicide

	Altruistic suicide
	Egoistic suicide
	Anomic suicide
	Fatalistic suicide

	A person feels a deep sense of moral obligation and is willing to place the group’s welfare above his or her own survival. A spy who is captured and swallows a poison capsule, rather than taking the risk of disclosing secrets, has committed altruistic suicide.  
	This type of suicide is just the opposite of altruistic. It occurs when the individual feels little connection to the larger society and is not affected by social constraints against self-destructive behavior. A lonely person who lives in a skid row hotel room with no friends or family may resort to egoistic suicide.  
	When a society lacks clear-cut rules of social behavior, anomic suicide can result. Such suicides are particularly likely to occur in a time of great social disorder or turmoil, as in the United States shortly after the stock market crash of 1929. People who lost all their savings and were unable to cope with their misfortune turned to anomic suicide.    
	 Whereas anomic suicide stems from a sense of disorder, fatalistic suicide is related to the powerlessness that people feel when their lives are regulated to an intolerable extent. A prisoner who can no longer bear confinement may find a ″way out″ through fatalistic suicide.    



	Durkheim’s division of suicide into these four categories forms a typology. A typology is a classification scheme containing two or more mutually exclusive categories (types); it is used by sociologists to better understand different forms of behavior.     


Emile Durkheim, like many other social scientists, developed a theory to explain how individual behavior can be understood within a social context. He pointed out the influence of groups and societal forces on what had always been viewed as a highly personal act. Clearly, Durkheim offered a more scientific explanation for the causes of suicide than that of sunspots or inherited tendencies. His theory has predictive power, since it suggests that suicide rates will rise or fall in conjunction with certain social and economic changes. It is important to understand that a theory – even the best of theories – is not a final statement about human behavior. Durkheim’s theory of suicide is no exception; sociologists continue to examine factors which contribute to a society’s rate of suicide. For example, people across the United States were shocked by the national news reports in 1987 concerning four New Jersey teenagers who together drove into a garage, closed the door, and let carbon monoxide fumes take their lives, thereby engaging in a collective act of suicide. Within little more than a week, 10 more teenagers in four different states killed themselves in garages using carbon monoxide. These suicides were more than a coincidence; sociological research from 1973 through the present documents that the incidence of suicides increases following nationally televised stories about suicide and that teenagers are especially vulnerable to such ″copycat″ behavior. Studies show that the impact is greatest after the publicized suicide of entertainer or politician and is somewhat less after the suicide of an artist, criminal, or member of the economic elite.

Durkheim’s theory is the first of many introduced in this textbook as a way of better understanding society. One means of classifying sociological theories is by the subject under study; for example, there are theories concerning the causes of criminal behavior or the universal nature of religion. Yet theories can also be distinguished in another way – by level of analysis.

Levels of Analysis


In studying phenomena, natural scientists may use microscopes or telescopes, depending on the nature of the task. Similarly, sociologists employ different ″lenses″ when they focus on society. Sociological studies can therefore be distinguished by their level of analysis. Does the research look at society as a whole, or is the investigation confined to a small segment of society?


Macrosociology concentrates on large-scale phenomena or entire civilizations. Thus, Emile Durkheim’s cross-cultural study of suicide rates is an example of macrosociology. By contrast, microsociology stresses study of small groups and often uses experimental studies in laboratories.


Sociologists find it useful to employ both of these approaches. In fact, we can learn a great deal by using macro-level and micro-level analysis to study the same problem. For example, we might try to understand criminal behavior at the macroscopic level by analyzing crime rates in various countries and at the microscopic level by examining the social forces that influence individuals to become criminals or delinquents.            

Areas studied in sociology can range from the analysis of brief contacts between anonymous individuals on the street to the study of global social interaction. Numerous fields within the discipline concentrate on how and why people are organized in society, either as individuals or as members of associations, groups, and institutions. Table 1.2 presents a partial list of the specializations within contemporary sociology.

  Table 1.2. Specializations within Sociology

A PARTIAL LISTING

	1. Methodology and research technology

	2. Sociology: history and theory

	3. Social psychology

	4. Group interactions 

	5. Cultural and social structure

	6. Complex organizations

	7. Social change and economic development

	8. Mass phenomena

	9. Communication

	10. Sociology of sport and leisure

	11.Political behavior

	12.Social stratification

	13. Sociology of occupations and professions

	14. Rural sociology and agriculture

	15. Urban sociology

	16. Sociology of the arts

	17. Sociology of education

	18. Sociology of religion

	19. Social control

	20. Sociology of law

	21. Penology and correctional problems

	22. Sociology of science

	23. Demography

	24. The family and socialization

	25. Sociology of sexual behavior 

	26. Sociology of health and medicine

	27. Sociology of knowledge

	28. Community development

	29. Policy planning

	30. Radical sociology

	31. Studies in poverty

	32. Studies in violence

	33. Feminist studies

	34. Marxist sociology 

	35. Clinical sociology 

	36. Sociology of business

	Source: Adapted from Sociological Abstracts


Sociology and the Social Sciences


In a general sense, sociology can be considered a science. The term science refers to the body of knowledge obtained by methods based upon systematic observation. Like other scientific disciplines, sociology engages in organized, systematic study of phenomena (in this case, human behavior) in order to enhance understanding. All scientists, whether studying mushrooms or murderers, attempt to collect precise information through methods of study which are as objective as possible. They rely on careful recording of observations and accumulation of data.


Of course, there is a great difference between sociology and physics, between psychology and astronomy. For this reason, the sciences are commonly divided into natural and social sciences. Natural science is the study of the physical features of nature and the ways in which they interact and change. Astronomy, biology, chemistry, geology, and physics are all natural sciences. Social science is the study of various aspects of human society. The social sciences include sociology, anthropology, economics, history, psychology, and political science.


These academic disciplines have a common focus on the social behavior of people, yet each has a particular orientation in studying such behavior. Anthropologies usually study cultures of the past and preindustrial societies that remain in existence today. They use this knowledge to examine contemporary societies, including even industrial societies. Economists explore the ways in which people produce and exchange goods and services, along with money and other resources. Historians are concerned with the peoples and events of the past and their significance for us today. Political scientists study international relations, the workings of government, and the exercise of power and authority. Psychologists investigate personality and individual behavior. In contrast to other social sciences, sociology emphasizes the influence that society has on people’s attitudes and behavior. Humans are social animals (beings); therefore, sociologists scientifically examine our social relationships with people.


To better illustrate the distinctive perspectives of the social sciences, let us examine sociological and psychological approaches to the issue of gambling. The growing legalization of gambling in the US has, in effect, increased the number of participants and contributed to a rise in the number of ″problem gamblers″ - that is, people who consistently lose more money than they can afford. Gamblers’ professed goal is economic gain; yet, because the vast majority end up loosing money, their persistence is commonly viewed as ″irrational″ or even ″pathological.″ Viewed from the perspective of psychology, gambling represents an escape into a fantasy world where great fortune can be attained easily. Eventually, people become so dependent on gambling that the activity fulfills an emotional need. As a result, they cannot give up gambling without feeling nervous and upset.


By contrast, in their examination of gambling, sociologists focus on the social networks that develop among many participants. Whether they be offtrack bettors, sport bettors, or poker players, gamblers establish friendship groups and work hard to create feelings of conviviality even among casual acquaintances whom they meet through gambling. Consequently, for such persons, gambling is a form of recreation and may even be their primary social activity. This sociological perspective on gambling casts a shadow on recurring efforts to discourage particular individuals from gambling and to discourage the practice in general. Giving up gambling may, in fact, mean forgoing all social interaction that a person has previously found to be meaningful. Alternatively, participation in Gamblers Anonymous – a self-help group for ″problem gamblers″ modeled on Alcoholics Anonymous – provides a new forum to which ex-gamblers can turn for interaction, understanding, and encouragement. The individual can find social support to replace the friendship groups developed in his or her betting days.


This example shows that by viewing social phenomena from several perspectives, we can enhance our understanding of human behavior. Social science disciplines – in this case study, psychology and sociology – offer distinctive expertise that is valuable in developing a response to those gamblers who wager more money than they can afford to lose.                                           
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Questions for Control Works:
1. Do you agree that Sociology is systematic and objective study of human society and social interaction?
2. What research techniques do sociologists use as a similar to those of the natural sciences, such as biology and physics?
3. What is the difference between Sociology and other Social sciences?
