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3 Necessary and Sufficient Requirements for Establishing Cause & Effect 

1. The cause must occur in time before the effect. 
2. A change in the cause is accompanied by a corresponding change in the effect (correlation). 
3. No other explanation for the relationship between the cause and the effect must be available. In other 

words, if one can find another explanation for the relationship, then no cause and effect exists. 
 
3 Paradigms of Sociology 

1. Functionalism – which has traditionally concentrated on social institutions and the things societies have in 
common. 

2. Conflict – which has traditionally concentrated on how major changes in society can occur or be created 
through the active resolution of conflicts. 

3. Constructionist (Symbolic Interactionist) – which has traditionally concentrated on how micro-interactions 
both create social stability and social change 

 
5 Traditional Social Institutions 

1. Government 
2. Economy 
3. Religion 
4. Education 
5. Family 

 
Adulthood 

Sociologists are mainly concerned with how different cultures and subcultures define entry into adulthood and 
define the life cycles that are the norms of adulthood within a given culture. 

 
Aging Life Cycle 

Functionalists, along with many social-psychologists & psychologists have sought to figure out the stages of 
aging that all persons have in common.  Constructionists have observed that there are major variations in how 
people age, both individually and cross-culturally. Generally those who study aging look at childhood, adulthood, 
retirement and cohorts as major topics to study. 

 
Agrarian Economies 

Economies based upon the cultivation of soil and livestock to provide food for their own populations as well as 
exporting to other populations. 

 
American Nursing Association 

A staunch and active supporter of HR676. Speculation on why this is true is that nurses have suffered 
considerably as a profession under the current “managed care/HMO” system and because it is nurses who have 
had to accept clerical jobs in doctor’s offices doing nothing but overseeing the billing of individual insurance 
companies. 

 
Assembly Line 

Henry Ford invented the assembly line method in order to build cars faster. The concept is about specialization 
and repetition of action. Each person on an assembly line does one little part of the building of a car and repeats 
that action over and over again on large numbers of cars.  Sociologists have observed that this kind of 
methodology has invaded almost every aspect of American culture (fast food, education) with some possible 
detrimental consequences. 
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Assessing Success of Policy Programs 

Social policies are meant to affect some change in society. Sociologists are often hired to track the progress of 
such policies and assess their level of success. This is one application of research methodology. Often, because 
funding is on the line for the particular agency, there is a tendency in report-writing to smooth over negative 
results and put more emphasis on success or methods that can improve performance.  

 
Audience 

When making a social problems claim, the claims-makers must figure out who they need to convince. This 
affects who is chosen to make the claim, what methods are used to make the claim and even to a certain extent 
the claim itself. 

 
Autocratic 

A form of governance that relies upon a traditional leader to make most, if not all decisions. Usually the autocrat 
has the final say upon everything with little room for discussion. 

 
Avocation 

A hobby or activity for which one is not paid that nonetheless takes a great deal of time and commitment.  
Persons often identify highly with their avocations and may present themselves to others on the basis of that 
identity. 

 
Bracketing 

A qualitative research method developed by Harold Garfinkel to view sociological data with an eye for what is 
taken for granted in the accounts given by the subjects of study. The idea is to bracket off one’s own experience 
and ask what did I have to know in order for the conversation and/or observed behavior to make sense.  Often 
when sociologists discuss bracketing they speak of pretending one is from another planet and has to learn all the 
cultural background needed to make sense of what they are hearing or seeing. 

 
California Nursing Association 

The CNA has been very active in supporting the passage of a California law for universal payer as well as the 
HR676. In the videos we watched, they have a campaign on YouTube called “Real People DENIED Real 
Healthcare.” This campaign is designed to help the public understand their social problems claim that even 
though many have some health care coverage it isn’t enough to protect them from catastrophic or chronic 
illness. 

 
Causation 

A demonstrated relationship between two variables that shows that change in one variable creates a change in 
another variable. Cause and effect are important in understanding how to make social change, however, in 
sociology the cause and effect relationship is extremely difficult to support because of the complexities of social 
life and the possibilities of so many other explanations for observed relationships. 

 
Charismatic 

A form of governance similar to autocratic except that the leader relies upon inspiration of followers rather than 
tradition and law. Usually this leadership is only temporary and can be very unstable because the death of the 
leader or a misstep by the leader can end the decision-making ability of the group. 

 
Childhood 

Sociologists have observed that the definition of who a child is, when a child grows up and the place a child has 
in society varies cross-culturally and cross-time. Thus, childhood is a socially constructed concept. 
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Cohorts 

Persons born around the same time develop personally at the same intersections with large historical events. 
This means that they have things in common on the basis of when they were born. Some examples of cohorts 
are the baby-boomers (people born between 1945 & 1955), the Xers (people born in the late 60s, early 70s) and 
the Gen-Yers (people born in the 80s). 

 
Communism 

A system of government based upon the belief that the state is the best source of ownership of the means of 
production so that all workers will have equal ownership of that means. This is a form of socialism that led to 
totalitarian forms of government in which central parties or a single leader has ultimate authority over both the 
government and the economy. In this form of government, the state is the single owner of all manufacturing, 
agriculture and business. It is not the only form of socialism and it is generally not considered by most scholars 
as what Marx had in mind when he wrote about socialism. 

 
Consensus 

A form of governance that waits until all members of a group are in agreement before a decision is final. This 
does not necessarily require absolute agreement, but it does require some sort of acceptable compromise that 
is approved of by all members of the group. This form of governance often works better in small groups rather 
than large.  A jury in a criminal trial must have unanimous consent to a conviction, thus a jury uses consensus. 
This gives a single individual the power of dissent and thus is considered a very unstable form of group 
governance as the actions of one person can end the group relationships. 

 
Consumer Capitalism 

Post-industrialized nations such as the United States often emphasize consumption as the major driving force in 
an economy. This has come to be known as “consumer capitalism” because it no longer emphasizes productivity 
or ownership of the means of production. In this kind of economy, many scholars have pointed out, advertising 
becomes central because it is through advertising that many consumers decide what to consume and how much 
to consume. 

 
Correlation 

The relationship between two variables the shows corresponding changes in the variables.  Thus when a change 
occurs in one variable, a corresponding change occurs in the other variable.  Correlation is a necessary, but not 
sufficient way of establishing cause and effect. 

 
Cottage Industries/Cottage Capitalism 

Small companies, often owned and operated by a family, that provide goods and services to a local economy 
with little exporting or importing involved. Colonial American cities relied upon this kind of economy. The first 
theoretical discussion about markets had this model of capitalism in mind, especially when looking at a laissez 
faire approach to business.  Industrialization changed many of these industries and tended towards monopolies 
and oligopolies. In light of the ability to e-commute and create businesses that are cyberspace-based, there has 
been a resurgence of cottage industries in recent years. 

 
Creating Scarcity 

One of the ways that post-industrial nations and their industries have started managing their economies is to 
artificially hold back on production in order to keep prices high. We see this with oil cartels who hold back on 
production when prices go lower and also with the US Federal Reserve which makes money harder to get if the 
unemployment rate dips below 5% (creating a scarcity of jobs) 
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Creating Wealth 

There is a belief in consumer capitalism that wealth can be eve expanding simply on the basis of creating 
demand through marketing and ensuring there is free-flowing credit available to the majority of consumers. This 
belief has been called into question lately given the bursting of the housing bubble, the failure of banks, and the 
tightening of credit. 

 
Culturally Based Social Movements 

Many who want to affect some change in our society have looked to centers of culturally production such as 
Hollywood rather than to government to make changes in their productions such as including more diverse 
characters or providing more openings for disenfranchised persons to create culture. This has been effective in 
many cases. Sociologists point out that since we often are more willing to open up to strangers who are familiar, 
having diversity in cultural production can lead to a change in attitudes towards strangers and more tolerance of 
difference simply because those differences are now more familiar. 

 
Democratic 

A form of governance in which decisions are made by the majority. Voting is usually a key mechanism to making 
democracies work. However, most democracies are fearful of what they call the “tyranny of the majority” and 
thus checks & balances are put in place to ensure that minority parties are heard. 

 
Demographics 

The counting of incidences of specific variables in order to understand what a population has in common. 
Demographics are not statistical in that they do not provide a means for prediction. Demographics alone cannot 
establish cause and effect, again because they are not statistical and therefore more study would need to be 
done on the relationships between the variables.  However, demographics can be quite useful in identifying 
patterns and changes in patterns in populations.  Sociologists collect and use demographics in social research. 

 
Dystopia 

A society that is harmful to its members. Often this is a picture painted for the future by those who are critiquing 
a social problem. The assertion is that if we continue on the present path as a society we will end up with a 
harmful society. 

 
Economies of Scale 

Certain advantages that are afforded businesses because they are able to produce large quantities of a product 
for a large market. The biggest advantage is usually that the cost of any individual item is greatly reduced.  
Globalization with more advanced transportation and communication methodologies has created economies of 
scale in almost every industry. 

 
Effect 

A change in a variable produced by changing another variable. Usually an effect is the focus of study or policy in 
social science research.  In assessing social change, most of the time the sociologist concentrates on an effect or 
a set of effects. 

 
Epidemiology 

The demographic study of the incidence of disease, usually done in order to monitor and prevent epidemics, but 
also used to understand environmental effects on health and well-being of persons.  The World Health 
Organization is the largest epidemiological organizations in the world. Most governments at any level have some 
form of epidemiology in order to track the incidence of sickness in their jurisdictions. 
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Family Life Cycle 

Many family sociologists in the past have observed a specific pattern the way families develop. This branch of 
sociology was highly influenced by the development of the nuclear family living in single-family dwellings in the 
suburbs of post-World War II America. The cycle starts with marriage, then looks a families with young children, 
teenagers, empty nesters and retirement.  Many sociologists since have observed that families differ cross-
culturally, over time and among themselves, thus the family cycle is useful but only within limitations.  

 
Fashion & Fads 

One way in which societies change is through what is popular at a given time. This has become even more true 
under consumer capitalism which relies heavily upon creating wealth by convincing consumers they need to buy 
specific products. But the development of a fashion or fad is more complex that simply consumers being led by 
advertisers.  This form of social change has increasingly become a subject of study for sociologists in the past 30 
years and will continue to be a focus in years to come. 

 
Feudalism 

A form of economy that is based upon a hierarchal relationship to the ownership and cultivation of land. It is 
extremely class-based, usually with the owners of the land at the very top (Lords, Ladies, etc.), security forces 
protecting that land coming next in power (Knights, Samurai), then those persons producing tools to work the 
land (Artisans, Blacksmiths, Tool & Dye Makers) and finally those who actually work the land (peasants, 
commoners).  Feudalism is usually coupled with an autocratic form of government.  

 
Funding Biases 

While most sociologists strive to be objective and scientific in their research, they often spin their results in ways 
that do no offend their funding sources for fear that they will not be able to receive more funding. In addition, 
many topics of interest in sociology that would be good to know are underfunded, thus creating a bias in studies 
towards topics that are of interest to the more powerful in our society. 

 
Harold Garfinkel 

UCLA Sociologist who studied under Talcott Parsons and then broke with the functionalists to create a more 
constructionist approach to sociology. He coined the term “judgmental dope” to describe how functionalists 
viewed individuals and asserted that people have more agency (choice) about their lives than many sociologists 
have suggested in the past.  He is the inventor of the methodology called “bracketing” (see above) and was the 
inspiration for the norms-breaking experiments conducted for this class. 

 
Globalization 

Due to changes in transportation and communication inspired by industrialization, it easier to travel and 
communicate with more places and persons around the world. This phenomenon has affected cultures, social 
systems, individuals and economies in controversial, negative and positive ways. This is an increasingly 
important focus of study among sociologists. 

 
Green Economies 

Starting with the conservation movements of the early 1900s and the ecological movements starting in the 
1960s, this is an increasingly popular vision of the future of industrialized economies. Specifically, the emphasis 
is on developing products and services that conserve energy, do not harm local ecosystems and reduce 
pollution. Currently, President Obama’s stimulus bill calls for the creation of green jobs and green industries. 
Sociology has started paying attention to this social movement and its implications upon traditional social 
institutions. 
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Hegemony 

The process by which the values of the financers of cultural production (through endowment, patronage or 
sponsorship) are reflected and disseminated through those material and non-material cultural products (books, 
newspapers, magazines, movies, theatre, commercials, television shows, music, etc.) 

 
HMOs/Managed Care 

In the early 1970s, the US government and insurance companies began developing a method of financial health 
care that involved the oversight of medical decisions by economic interests to help keep health care costs to a 
minimum. The public was told that this would ensure that doctors and other practitioners would not run 
unnecessary tests or use unsupported medical treatments. However, by the 1990s many of these organizations 
had grown into huge bureaucracies with every increasing demands for documentation and paperwork and a 
corporate culture that encouraged the denial of care. Supporters of this form of financing suggest that HMOs 
have provided more coverage and have encouraged prevention in medical care. Opponents suggest that HMOs 
have taken money from their subscribers without providing the promised financial support and have interfered 
with medical care and medical decision-making. The current debate on universal health care centers around 
whether these businesses will continue to be the major source of funding for health care. Proponents of the 
HR676 are essentially outlawing this form of for-profit oversight of health care. The passage of HR676 in its 
current form would mean the demise of these businesses, though there is a provision to hire from this industry 
in the US National Health Care Program to hire first from these businesses. 

 
HR676 

A bill introduced in the US House of Representatives several times since 2005 and most recently in January 2009, 
that provides for the universal health care payment for all residents of the United States. 

 
HR676 Social Problems Claim 

The claim behind the introduction of this bill is that the current problems the US health care system is 
experiencing can be traced to the rise and prevalence of HMOs and multiple sources of medical financing. The 
claim is that both quantity of coverage and quality of care have been hurt by the current system and that the 
single-payer financing (the US government being the only funding source for almost all medical procedures) 
would provide for an improvement in the number of persons having access to health care and the quality of that 
care. This system is closer to the Canadian system (where doctors, hospitals, other medical services and 
pharmaceuticals are privately owned) than the British system (where most medical professionals are employees 
of the government and most medical facilities are owned by the government). 

 
Hunter/Gatherer Societies 

Societies who eat what they can kill or gather from their local environments without the use of cultivation (no 
farming or livestock). Generally these forms of economies encourage tribal, consensus or democratic forms of 
governance and may encourage mobility based upon weather and seasons.  

 
Industrial Economies 

Economies based upon the mass production of goods (and increasingly services) which rely upon more than the 
local economy for support, with importing and exporting making up a major component of the local economy. 
Industrial economies can mass produce goods and services due to the mechanization of processes.  Thus the 
two elements that make it industrial are machine aided production or productivity and making more than the 
local economy would need. 
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Industrialization 

The development within an economy of more machine-based, mass production businesses. 
 
Infant Mortality Rate 

The number of incidences of children dying before the age of 5. Usually regarded as a strong indicator as to the 
effectiveness of a local health care system, including environmental factors, vaccinations, access to prenatal and 
post-natal care, and control of the spread of communicable diseases. 

 
Interaction Effects 

When observing the relationship of two variables, an interaction effect is when that originally relationship 
changes because of the introduction of a third variable. The example given in class was a study regarding the 
inequities of death sentences on the basis of race. When just looking at the race of the convicted defendant and 
the number who are sentenced to death, there did not appear to be an inequity between African American 
defendants and White defendants.  However, when looking at the third variable of the race of the victim, it was 
found that there was an inequity with African American defendants convicted of killing white victims being 
sentenced to death far more often than any other defendant-victim combination. Thus the race of the victim 
was creating an interaction effect. 

 
Interlocking Directorates 

The practice, usually legal, of persons serving on more than one corporate board of directors. Many critics have 
pointed out that this can constitute an end-run around anti-trust laws by appearing on paper to have separate 
organizations competing with each other, when in practice the same people are influencing decision-making to 
the benefit of a few with little competition involved.  This practice has also been used to go around vertical 
monopolies that dominate a chain of manufacturing and distribution of products. Regulating interlocking 
directorates and monopolizing practices have become more difficult with globalization as board members can sit 
on companies that are based in multi-countries and thus don’t have a single regulatory oversight. Sociologists 
observe that this is a major way power elites can preserve their power. 

 
Interview 

A method of social research that involves asking persons to answer questions. Distinct from surveys, the 
answers the research elicits are usually lengthy and at the discretion of the interviewee (instead of picking from 
a set of answers). Complicating this methodology is the fact that most people will form an answer to a question 
being posed to them even if they never thought about the question before.  Also because the interview-talk 
show format is so prevalent on television now, many people mimic what they see and try to respond with pithy 
or witty answers. A good sociological researcher will be sensitive to these influences and will seek to construct 
questions with these limitations in mind.  

 
Jurisdiction 

The legal limits of sovereignty. Usually defined by law or by court decisions, this outlines under what 
circumstances authorities can enforce their rules and under what circumstances they cannot. 

 
Latent Function 

The usefulness of organizations or social practices that our not explicitly acknowledged by those creating the 
organization or practice, observed first by Robert Merton. It is essentially those things you learn to do or say 
from being a participant that would never appear in a promotional brochure (see manifest function). 
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Latent Function of American Medicine 

Since most access to health care is obtained via one’s employer, health care in the US has had the latent 
function of retaining employees under less than acceptable working conditions. Workers have to consider their 
loss of health care when deciding whether to quit a job or not. In addition, the current system has had the latent 
function of creating, maintaining and sustaining the HMO and pharmaceutical industries as these two industries 
are in control of access and quality of care in American Medicine and often act in their own best interests rather 
than those interests of the patients. 

 
Levittown 

Considered by most to be the first suburb, it is a planned housing community created in the late 1940s and early 
1950s on Long Island near New York City that emphasized single-family dwellings and the use of the automobile. 
The post-World War II GI bill helped create this phenomenon because it provided for veterans to own their own 
homes. Levitt & Sons remained a development company until last year when it went bankrupt and shut its doors 
in light of the breaking of the housing bubble. 

 
Life Expectancy 

A calculation of the expected number of years a person will live from a specific age. Usually when used as a 
health indicator it refers to the expected life from birth of all persons born in the current year. It is a 
demographic measurement based upon the demographics of age-specific deaths in a given population. While 
used as an indicator of future events, it is not a true statistical predictor. 

 
Long-Tail Groups 

Globalization and the expansion of communications across international boundaries has been praised as a way 
for persons with highly specialized and rare interests to find other persons who share their interests and group 
together.  These are called “long-tail” referring to the outlying “tails” of a Bell Curve (normal distribution) where 
those who are different from the majority are represented. 
 

 
 

 
Malthusian Theory of Poverty 

Thomas Malthus, a 19th Century British economist, studied population growth and developed a theory of 
poverty that suggested that the poorest persons were poor because they were not among the fittest for 
survival. He criticized social reforms that helped the poor because he asserted that since population growth 
usually was ahead of the supply of resources (most specifically food), those who were poor should be left to 
suffer the consequences of their poverty because they were not competing well for the food.  Specifically, he 
criticized the poor for having too many children. Elements of his theories have been drawn upon by various 
policy-makers since his time, including in the United States during the 1990s when there was a call for welfare 
reform that asserted poor families were have lots of babies in order to get government assistance. Demographic 
studies do not support these assertions as most poor families have lower birth rates than those higher on the 
socio-economic ladder and having children usually comes before becoming poor, not the other way around. 
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Manifest Function 

The stated purpose of an organization or social grouping. These are the kinds of things people would put in the 
brochure or include in their mission statements. Thomas Merton observed that while many things do fulfill their 
stated purposes, they are often sustained because they also fulfill latent or not so obvious functions. (See latent 
functions) 

 
Manifest Function of American Medicine 

The manifest function of American Medicine is to provide health care to persons who need it and to create a 
healthy and productive citizenry. 

 
Memes 

A unit of cultural production (an idea or element) that is passed along from one person (sometimes stated as 
one “mind”) to another through repetition. Socially, people talk about things they see and hear. The concept of 
a meme emphasizes that as people repeat the things they see and hear, the repetition gives those things more 
cultural currency, thus at some point it seems that everyone just “knows.” This is closely related to the concepts 
of norms & socialization and is regarded by some sociologists as a way of understanding how norms change and 
how those changes become part of socialization. Constructionists are especially interested in memes as a way to 
understand social change because it is emphasizes the micro-level social interaction. 

 
Mercantilism 

Regarded as a transitional economy between feudalism and industrialization, it keeps feudal elements such as 
paying tribute to an autocrat owner, but it has more social mobility and freedom than a feudal system.  
Basically, most of the early European exploration of the Americas was made possible because of the 
development of mercantile trade routes. Our current systems of taxation based upon income and trade can also 
be traced to mercantile practices. Also much of what we believe regarding national economies, balance of trade 
and so forth can be traced to mercantilism, though capitalism and industrialization changed much of the way 
mercantile enterprise worked. The India Tea Company, whose tea was dumped in Boston Harbor at the 
beginnings of the American Revolution, was a mercantile company and colonists were protesting the payment of 
taxes back to England for importing English tea because they did not like a system that treated them as citizens 
half the time and non-citizens the rest of the time.  

 
Robert Merton 

A functionalist sociologists that studied, among other things, how organizations functioned. He coined the terms 
“manifest” and “latent” functions to show that often organizations fulfilled social functions they do not explicitly 
intend to fulfill. 

 
Military-Industrial Complex 

A term coined by Dwight D. Eisenhower in his last speech in the American People as president (in 1961, just 
before JFK’s inauguration). Eisenhower warned that as the country relied more upon private scientific and 
technology development to wage war, there would be an big economic incentive to stay in war or war 
preparations. This complex, he feared, would have so much influence over politics that it would be impossible 
for American politicians to work towards peace.  Given the recent developments of nuclear weapons and the 
cold war, this warning was a grave one.  However, many feel that it is just a relevant today as it was then. 
Sociologists point out that such large economic incentives require offsetting balances of power in legislative and 
economic circles. Many sociologists have been concerned that over the years, American social policy has 
suffered greatly due to this complex and the drain it places on government budgets. 
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Modest Proposal 

English writer Jonathan Swift wrote a satirical piece that called for the eating of poor children to solve the 
problems of poverty and hunger. He suggested that the Irish poor sell their children to be eaten by wealthy 
ladies and gentlemen. His target was not the Irish, but rather a series of extensive population control proposals 
that were circulating in England at the time as a means for controlling social ills. The idea was to exaggerate the 
proposals being made, which he believed amounted to either a total misunderstanding of poverty and the poor 
to an blatant blaming of the poor for their condition. The piece remains controversial nearly 300 years later and 
still gets at the heart of some of the problems of relying upon demographic models alone to solve social 
problems. 
 
[PLEASE NOTE A CORRECTION OF WHAT I SAID IN CLASS: I stated that I thought that Swift wrote this in response 
to Thomas Malthus’s assertions about poor people and their having children, however, I had this backwards.  In 
light of Mathus’s  proposals, there was a revival of interest of Swift’s satirical piece, but the piece was written in 
1729 before Malthus was born.) 

 
Michael Moore 

An American documentarian who directed and produced the film, SICKO, which criticizes the American Health 
Care system and specifically HMOs/Managed Care and Pharmaceutical companies. He is one of the major 
leaders in the movement to support HR676 and a universal payer health care system in the United States. 

 
Natural Experiments 

Often times sociologists take advantage of major life-disturbing events (death, illness, divorce, natural disasters) 
by re-surveying or re-interviewing persons who they have interviewed before the event.  This creates a nice 
experimental model with a before and after perspective, making the disturbing event the “cause” variable. Since 
sociologists rarely can ethically set up laboratory experiments, these natural experiments often give rate, but 
great insights into social phenomenon.  

 
Naturalism 

Refers to a form of social research that is conducted in real life settings, usually through participant observation, 
but sometimes by interviewing. A sociologist doing a naturalized study often will go into a “field of study” 
clandestinely, usually as just another member of the group.  These studies are rarer than they used to be 
because of the ethical concerns of conducting studies without telling the subjects they are being studied. 
However, a great deal of sociological literature is based upon these kinds of studies. 

 
New Industrialized Society’s Social Institutions 

In addition to the five traditional social institutions that sociologists have asserted all societies have in common, 
a number of sociologists have observed that industrialized societies have a number of other things in common 
as well, such as Mass Media, Science & Technology, Medicine, Sports, Energy Infrastructure, and Security 
(including military & police). Calling these things “social institutions” remains controversial among sociologists. 

 
Objective Realities 

Sociological research is an attempt to understand social phenomenon outside of our own perceptions of the 
world. This is difficult for a sociologist to do because we study our own societies and because we live within the 
social systems we are studying, we have difficulty sorting out what is objective and what is our own experience. 
Thus, both quantitative and qualitative social research must remain conscious of the possibility of our own 
perceptions influencing our study and our interpretation of our study through self-examination as well as 
diligent use of scientific methodological techniques in data collection and data interpretation. 
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Paradox of Sociology 

On one hand, social systems seem to exert a considerable amount of influence on its members, shaping thinking 
an action. On the other hand, social systems are created and constantly changed by the actions and thinking of 
its members.  Both are true. Sorting out to what extent is a long-standing challenge to sociologists. 

 
Talcott Parsons 

A mid-20th century, American sociologist who wrote extensively regarding social systems and how they work and 
shape our thinking and action.  Generally regarded as the leading functionalist, most of Parsons work has been 
rejected in contemporary sociological study, however, his ideas remain influential with some pieces of it having 
considerable merit.  

 
Participant Observation 

A form of social research that involves the researcher being a part of the social system they are studying. This 
can be done clandestinely or openly. Usually the researcher keeps a journal of her or his own and others’ 
behavior over a period of time and then using that journal, the researcher analyzes the events observed and 
writes a sociological report based on that analysis.  (Not unlike the diaries that have been required for this class.) 

 
Peasant Societies 

Societies that generally agrarian and often feudal with land that is farmed being owned by someone other than 
those doing the farming.  Generally in today’s global economy, peasant societies suffer great poverty in spite of 
the fact that they contribute greatly to the world’s wealth. Our illegal drugs, coffee and sugar are often imported 
from peasant societies. 

 
Pharmaceutical-Industrial Complex 

Playing off Eisenhower’s military-industrial complex, critics of the American health care system have noted a 
great economic incentive for pharmaceutical companies to treat rather than cure disease and to create new 
labels for symptoms that essentially create new diseases or syndromes.  The economic incentive is the 
monopolistic advantage given a company with a patent.  Since patents for drugs in the US are granted on the 
basis of the conditions that are treated by the drug, pharmaceutical companies have a large incentive to first 
only list a single disease or condition on the original patent and then to “discover” new uses for the drugs when 
the patents are just about ready to expire.  

 
Linda Pino (Peeno) MD 

A physician featured in Michael Moore’s documentary, SICKO, who has publically admitted to denying coverage 
on behalf of Humana to the detriment of the patient and the economic advantage of the company.  For the past 
10 years, she has been an activist calling for reform and now supporting HR676. Her position in the industry as 
well as her credential as an MD makes her a credible spokesperson in the HR676 social problems claim. 

 
Politically Based Social Movements 

Movements for social change that emphasize change in law, legal interpretations and/or law enforcement. 
Traditionally, most sociologists who study social movements (usually from a conflict paradigm) have studied 
politically based social movements. 

 
Post-Industrial Economies 

Generally regarded as a service economy (rather than a manufacturing one) that still uses machines and mass 
productivity, but does so to provide more rapid service. There is much speculation among sociologists and other 
social sciences such as economics, political science and cultural studies as to what the post-industrial world will 
look like.   
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Power 

The ability of one person or group to control or influence the actions and thinking of another person or groups. 
It is always a relationship.  People do not hold power. They act powerfully over other people.  Without the 
other, there is no power.  We speak of it as something that a person “has” or “holds” but it is more accurately 
the description of an interaction between two people or two groups of people. 

 
Power Elite 

C. Wright Mills observation that there is a group of people in American society who hold power by virtue of who 
they are and who they know, not what they know. He notes the interchangeability of members of the military, 
government and big business. This elite exists because of their informal social networks, not because they are 
organized into a formal cartel. 

 
Power of the Powerless 

The strategies that people who are generally not in positions of power to undermine the power asserted over 
them. These strategies are part of what lead to social change. 

 
Prediction 

The ability to accurately assess what will happen in the future.  Generally, it is a question of probability derived 
from a statistical treatment of data. 

 
Primary & Secondary Causes 

It is possible to establish a causal relationship between two variables and not really get at the mechanism that 
will lead to change. Often the more immediate or primary cause is in turned caused by something else, 
something that can be addressed more easily and will create a greater or more long-lasting change in the effect 
than changing the primary cause. 

 
Qualitative Research 

Social research based upon in depth study of social phenomenon usually through long interviews or extensive 
observation.  These tend to micro-level in scope and use rhetorical and analytical methods to draw conclusions 
rather than mathematical ones. 

 
Quantitative Research 

Social research based upon studying large social phenomenon through surveying and observing large groups of 
people. These tend to be macro-level in scope and use mathematical (demographic and statistical) methods to 
draw conclusions rather than interpretive ones. 

 
Reliability 

The gaining of consistent results across time, usually establish via repetition of a study by several researchers, 
however, in sociology achieving repetition can sometimes be quite difficult given events beyond the control of 
the researcher.  There are some statistical methods that can support reliability without the opportunity of 
repetition. 

 
Researcher Bias 

In both the collection of data (especially using qualitative methods) and the interpretation and drawing 
conclusions from data, researchers need to be aware of their own preconceived notions and perceptions. 
Researcher bias can also occur in the formation of research questions as often the researcher chooses to 
emphasize one factor over another in planning her or his study. 
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Researcher Effect 

This is the fact that social data can change simply because there is a researcher collecting data. Thus, we are 
never sure if what we have learned would have been there if no researcher had been watching or if the 
researcher had chose a different method to collect the data. 

 
Retirement 

The leaving of one’s career, usually towards the end of one’s life.  Functionalists have written extensively 
regarding the concept of retirement and its function of creating social isolation as one nears death. Recently, 
changes in culture as well as sociology have led to more positive studies regarding retirement and retired 
persons as active social participants who have merely changed roles, rather than withdrawing from society. 

 
Revolutions 

A revolution is generally a sudden and radical change in the political, economic or cultural way of life for a 
specific population.  They generally are planned and actively pursued by advocates for change.  Early 
sociologists, who lived through a period of history at the end of the 18th century into the 19th century of major 
upheaval and political changes in the world, tended to study social change as a matter of revolutionary changes. 
Since revolutions are rarer, sociologists have turned to other ways in which social change occurs, including the 
less violent, but sometime equally as radical method of working towards social change called social movements. 

 
Self-Identification 

The roles or status that people see themselves as having.  Since presentation of self and impression 
management can affect the authenticity of self-identification, social researches have to be aware of the 
problems with self-identification when collecting data. 

 
Single-Payer Health Care System 

A system of health care financing that makes all coverage come from a single source, usually a government 
entity. This is opposed to consumers purchasing health care coverage (or in the case of the US their employers 
purchasing health care coverage) from competing health care funders (such as HMOs, insurance companies, 
private health funds, etc.).  This is the system that is prevalent in Europe and Canada. 

 
Social Institution versus Social Group 

A social institution is a group of beliefs or norms not of people. Generally a social institution is something that all 
societies have in common even though the specific beliefs or norms differ under the institutional headings. A 
social group is about people who have something in common.  Thus, government is a social institution, but 
Congress is a social group.  Economics is a social institution, but oil companies are a social group. The concept of 
families is a social institution, but the Thomas clan is a social group. 

 
Social Movements 

Social change that is done on purpose, with advocates of specific positions working to convince others (often 
leaders, but sometimes the general population) to change a set of norms or statuses that affect the lives of 
persons within that society. (See politically based and culturally based social movements.) 

 
Social Problem 

A public issue that needs to be addressed by changes in social organizations or systems rather personal choices. 
It has to be a problem, in that it is something that can be changed and it has to be social in that it affects more 
than specific individuals.  Often in public debates on social change, the specific solutions are not addressed but 
rather the question of whether the specific issue is indeed a social issue, with some asserting that the issue is 
personal and a matter of choice by individuals rather a matter for public or social policy. 
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Social Problem Claim 

A social problems claim is the statement made by a person or group that something is a public issue that must 
be addressed by some form of public or group governance. 

 
Social Problem Claim-Maker 

A spokesperson for a social problems claim. Usually the success of a claim (that is the fact that a claim is heard 
by the intended audience) is heavily dependent upon the best claims-makers being chosen. The status of the 
spokesperson can be deemed credible depending upon the circumstances of the claim and the audience. Some 
examples of successful claims-makers are celebrities, medical professionals, experts, and victims who have 
suffered personally due to the social problem. Victims are tricky, however, because if the victim is deemed to 
have somehow brought the problem on themselves, then they lose credibility. Thus an active alcoholic might 
not be listened to regarding reform in drinking age laws, but a reformed alcoholic might be and the victim of an 
drunk driver most certainly would be. 

 
Social Problem Claims-Making 

How a social problems claim is made affects the success of being heard, thus it becomes important to pick media 
that reach the intended audience, identify victims and villains that elicit public sympathy and spokespersons 
who provide credibility. If the process fails in these choices, often the claim, no matter what its merit, will fall on 
deaf ears. 

 
Socialism 

A form of economic governance where the producers of goods and services are also the owners of those goods 
and services.  While some ownership is accomplished through the state (see Communism), there are many 
forms of socialism that involved private worker-ownership of the means of production. Marx predicted that 
socialism would be the next economic form after capitalism because he asserted it solved the basic dilemma 
facing capitalism which was that workers needed to be paid enough to afford goods and services produced but 
no so much that it reduced the profits of the owners. If owners were also workers, Marx predicted that the 
dilemma would be resolved and work would be plentiful and fulfilling. With the growing prevalence of worker  

 
“Socialized” or Government Owned Health Care System 

Universal health care in some European and other countries has involved state-owned medical facilities with 
medical personnel (including physicians) being employees of the government. This is NOT what is being 
proposed in the United States by any advocate of note. This kind of health care has been nicknamed “socialized” 
medicine because of state ownership of medical facilities.  More generally any kind of government involvement 
in medical care delivery or funding is sometimes labeled “socialized medicine.” However, the term “socialized” is 
generally regarded as a red herring meant to convince the public that having government involvement in 
medicine could lead to communism. The truth is that through Medicare, Medicaid and public health 
organizations like local health authorities, the Center for Disease Control and the US Public Health Organization, 
the United States government has a long history of involvement in health care, most of which is not disputed or 
called “socialized” by those who oppose single-payer health care plans. 

 
Sociological Dilemma 

Often sociologists have to give up some of their critiques of existing power structures in order to be influential 
over these power structures.  Thus, there is always a tension in sociology between recognition and rejection. 
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Sovereignty 

The source a governing body or persons use to legitimize their power and control, the enforcement of their laws 
and their boundaries. It usually involves something greater than the whole, often religious and spiritual in 
nature. In the United States, sovereignty has been asserted on the basis of the Constitution. All persons in power 
under the government swear to uphold the constitution and our law enforcement and law-making is judged by 
the constitution. In Europe in the past, royalty asserted their sovereignty on the basis of their family histories 
and the belief that God ordained royalty (the divine right of kings). Sovereignty is becoming more difficult in light 
of globalization and many of the current international conflicts have sovereignty as a fundamental issue. 

 
Spin 

The specific interpretation put on a set of data or information that has an agenda beyond what the data 
supports.  Often researchers who are funded will spin results with their next funding grant or new budget 
hearings in mind. The concept of spin implies that the report isn’t really false, but rather it is presented in a 
specific and possibly misleading way, ignoring or deemphasizing parts that might create problems. Spin is also a 
term used to describe how media persons and public spokespersons will present other people’s research reports 
in ways that support their interests (either their sponsors or their own agendas). 

 
Spurious Correlation 

Sometimes it is possible to establish a relationship between two variables in which one occurs in time before the 
other and in which a change in the first variable corresponds with a change in the second variable, but the 
explanation of this relationship is not cause and effect because both variables are being controlled by a third 
variable that is the true cause of changes in both.  (Example in class, the opening of swimming pools and the 
upward swing of ice cream sales.  One might think that the more swimming pools that open the greater ice 
cream sales, but in truth both are caused by a rise in temperature in summer.) 

 
Subjectivities 

While much social research is interested in objective realities regarding social phenomenon, many sociologists 
are interested in the way people see their worlds and how their perceptions influence their actions in social 
interactions. Thus, one goal of social research can be to understand how other people are constructing their 
social worlds.  This is done, in part, through interviewing and observing their conversations. Do not confuse 
subjectivities with psychological concepts like personality or cognitive functioning. The purpose of seeing the 
world through the eyes of other people is to better understand how the world works not how the persons 
works. 

 
Suburbanization 

Industrialization meant the movement of work away from the home and into the factory. As agrarian and 
cottage capitalism declined and industrialization grew, the need to live close to work diminished, especially with 
the advancement of transportation. This separation coupled with the change of the role of children in the 
economic lives of families, led to a greater emphasis on the immediate (nuclear) family instead of the extended 
family. After World War II, this transition was complete with returning soldiers being given money to buy homes 
and to get training to work in corporate industrial settings. The result was Levittown, developed by Levitt and 
Sons to provide a planned haven of single-family dwellings with access to fast roads that led to places of work, 
but kept family life out of urban areas. Since the 1950s, there has been a general decline of urban housing and 
the building of ever larger planned communities. In the past 10 to 20 years, this trend seems to be changing due 
to e-commuting, consciousness about the effects of fuel consumption on the environment and the entry of 
women in the workforce leading to a re-evaluation of the separation of work and family. Given the current bust 
of the housing bubble, many sociologists predict a return to urban living. 
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Surveys 

A social research method used by quantitative researchers to gather data on large samples of a given population 
by posing questions with set answers. 

 
Technopoly 

The assertion that our economy lives under a technological imperative that basically pushes people to find uses 
for new technologies because the technology exists first, not the need for the technology. So often inventions 
that cost a lot of money to create and produce look for other uses than the original use so the price of the 
invention can be justified in the marketplace.  A good example of this is MRI machines, which do provide unique 
views of some medical conditions giving the capability of early detection, but have been used for many things 
since its creation that other older technologies were capable of doing just as competently. Thus, the presence of 
multiple MRIs in communities has led to the overuse of MRI procedures, which drives up the cost of health care 
with little in return in terms of better health. 

 
Thomas Malthus 

A economist who concentrated on the effects of population growth on economies. His work was highly regarded 
in its day continues to be influential, though many have rejected his more insensitive attitudes. (See Malthusian 
Theory of Poverty) 

 
Totalitarian 

A form of governance in which a dictator or central political party controls all decision making. Unlike autocratic 
governance, this is based upon political control usually reinforced by violence or the threat of violence and not 
on traditional lines of authority. Often coupled with communism, which is the state control of industry, 
however, China is currently a totalitarian government that has opened up its markets to free and private 
enterprise while maintaining control over the state. In addition, some forms of religious control are totalitarian 
rather than autocratic, for example, the Taliban control of Afghanistan and the current Iranian cleric control of 
government (though Iran can be now seen as a hybrid case).  

 
Urbanization 

As feudalism passed and more people started owning their own businesses, living quarters and places of work 
were usually in the same building. Since it was easier to market one’s products locally if you were close to other 
merchants, cities started to grow as a place to work and live. Early industrialization reinforced this because 
transportation to the factory was not as convenient as it is today, and most factories employed members of 
families whose  family also ran a cottage business, with work at the factory used as extra income or as a way to 
break free of the family business.  The advent of the suburb, especially in North America, saw a great exiting of 
city living spaces, however, since the gas crises of the 1970s and the changes in attitudes about work and family 
in the 1990s, many sociologists believe that we are seeing a “re-urbanization” where many people are returning 
to city living. The current housing bust may further move us in that direction. 

 
Utopia 

An ideal society where all members benefit from being a part of the society. Generally set in the future as a goal 
for members to work for, utopias were the hope of the 19th century with many people trying to start utopian 
communities or believe that science and technology would culminate in a utopian existence. To understand 
utopias one must understand the Western view of history, which is linear in nature, and usually includes an 
ending to history, a culmination of human existence once and for all times.  Many cultures do not share of 
history but rather see history as cyclical in nature, with events coming and going. Those cultures would never 
perceive of a perfect utopia because they believe that nature offers a balancing act that is eternally working out 
the equilibrium.  
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Validity 

A concept is social research (and almost any kind of scientific research) that makes the case that the means of 
measurement used in a study are actually measuring the phenomenon that the researcher claims to be 
studying. Validity can be supported by post-interviews in which the subjects of a study are asked what they think 
the study was about or why they responded the way they did. There are also statistical measures that help 
support validity.  Like reliability, validity cannot be established once and for all.  We never say a study is reliable 
or is valid, but rather we support the case for reliability or validity in the research report. It is always in doubt. 

 
Verstehen 

A German word, meaning to “stand under” or to “understand.” Weber used this word to describe how 
sociological research needs to be conducted. He asserts that the sociologist must seek to see the subtext of 
what people say and do, to look for what is taken for granted. Garfinkel’s bracketing is an attempt to use 
verstehen in social research. 

 
Victims 

When constructing a social problem, most claims-makers have to identify victims of the current system in order 
to communicate the problem clearly to a specific audience. The construction of a victim usually needs to 
emphasize the more sympathetic attributes of the victim and downplay any ways in which the victim might be 
responsible for their own conditions. (see Villains, note that Victims & Villains can sometimes be the same 
people) 

 
Villains 

When constructing a social problem, most claims-makers have to identify villains who are using the current 
system to hurt victims. A villain is often a group, organization or social practice rather than individuals. This is 
true, in part, because it is easier to blame abstract concepts rather than human beings. It is usually important in 
constructing a social problem to ensure that the villains are not at all sympathetic, thus blaming individuals 
leaves open the possibilities of someone later seeing these individuals as human beings. (see Victims) 

 
Vocation 

A career, usually by choice and something that an individual deeply identifies with. Literally meaning “a calling” 
people often delineate between a vocation or career and “just a job,” the latter being something you do for 
money, but you don’t let define you as a person. Sociologists who study aging often look at the development of 
vocations and how individuals interact differently within different vocations. Also vocations tend to have 
differences in how people develop in them.  Some vocations call for younger people to make big contributions at 
early stages of their career where others are available to persons well into old age. (see avocation) 

 
Max Weber 

Late 19th, early 20th German sociologists who was the first head of a sociology department in Germany. Among 
other contributions we have discussed in this course, he was highly influential in asserting that societies and 
social groups could be studied scientifically by seeking to look for the subtext of social interaction, the things 
that are taken for granted. He coined the term “verstehen” to describe this process. 

 
“Working the System” 

A form of power of the powerless that is often criticized by those who are outside the system.  Basically, it refers 
to the fact that within different bureaucratic systems, those who are controlled by the system often figure out 
ways to turn that control against the system, thus making it possible for the individual to achieve their own 
agendas rather than the official agenda of the organization. It points out that the top-bottom theory of power 
flow is not necessarily accurate, as there is often a struggle from those who are at the bottom. 


