




Introduction to  
Sociological Theory





Introduction to Sociological Theory
Theorists, Concepts, and Their Applicability 
to the Twenty- First Century

FOURTH EDITION

Michele Dillon



This fourth edition first published 2024
© 2024 John Wiley & Sons Ltd

Edition History
John Wiley & Sons Ltd (3e, 2020); John Wiley & Sons Ltd (2e, 2014); Blackwell Publishing Ltd (1e, 2010)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, 
except as permitted by law. Advice on how to obtain permission to reuse material from this title is available 
at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

The right of Michele Dillon to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with law.

Registered Offices
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, customer services, and more information about Wiley products 
visit us at www.wiley.com.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print- on- demand. Some content 
that appears in standard print versions of this book may not be available in other formats.

Trademarks: Wiley and the Wiley logo are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.  
and/or its affiliates in the United States and other countries and may not be used without written 
permission. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. is not 
associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty
While the publisher and author have used their best efforts in preparing this work, they make no 
representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and 
specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation any implied warranties of merchantability 
or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives, written 
sales materials or promotional statements for this work. The fact that an organization, website, or product 
is referred to in this work as a citation and/or potential source of further information does not mean that 
the publisher and author endorse the information or services the organization, website, or product may 
provide or recommendations it may make. This work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not 
engaged in rendering professional services. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable 
for your situation. You should consult with a specialist where appropriate. Further, readers should be aware 
that websites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and 
when it is read. Neither the publisher nor author shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial 
damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Names: Dillon, Michele, 1960– author. 
Title: Introduction to sociological theory : theorists, concepts, and their 
   applicability to the twenty-first century / Michele Dillon.  
Description: Fourth edition. | Hoboken, NJ : Wiley-Blackwell, 2024. | 
   Includes index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2024003055 (print) | LCCN 2024003056 (ebook) | ISBN 
   9781119887416 (paperback) | ISBN 9781119887454 (adobe pdf) | ISBN 
   9781119887447 (epub)  
Subjects: LCSH: Sociology. | Sociology–History. 
Classification: LCC HM585 .D55 2024 (print) | LCC HM585 (ebook) | DDC 
   301–dc23/eng/20240307 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024003055
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024003056

Cover Design: Wiley
Cover Image: © Michele Dillon

Set in 10/13pt Minion by Straive, Pondicherry, India

http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
http://www.wiley.com


List of Boxed Features xi
List of Analytical Photos xiv
Acknowledgments xviii
How to Use This Book xix
About the Companion Website xxi

Introduction – Sociological Theory: A Vibrant, Living Tradition 1
Analyzing Everyday Social Life: Starbucks 4
Societal Transformation and the Origins of Sociology 12
The Establishment of Sociology as Science: Auguste Comte and  
Harriet Martineau 17
Social Inequality and Contextual Standpoints: Du Bois, De Tocqueville, 
and Martineau 23
Summary 29
Points to Remember 29
Glossary 30
Questions for Review 31
Note 31
References 32

1 Karl Marx (1818–1883) 34
Expansion of Capitalism 37
Capitalism as Structured Inequality 39
Marx’s Theory of History 40
Dialectical Materialism 41
Communism 43
The Millennium’s Greatest Thinker 44
Human Nature 44
Material and Social Existence Intertwined 45
Capitalism as a Distinctive Social Form 46
The Division of Labor and Alienation 57

CONTENTS



vi Contents

Economic Inequality 64
Ideology and Power 68
Summary 76
Points to Remember 76
Glossary 77
Questions for Review 79
Notes 79
References 80

2 Emile Durkheim (1858–1917) 82
Durkheim’s Methodological Rules 85
The Nature of Society 91
Societal Transformation and Social Cohesion 96
Traditional Society 97
Modern Society 99
Social Conditions of Suicide 106
Religion and the Sacred 116
Summary 123
Points to Remember 123
Glossary 124
Questions for Review 125
Notes 126
References 126

3 Max Weber (1864–1920) 129
Sociology: Understanding Social Action 133
Culture and Economic Activity 133
Ideal Types 140
Social Action 141
Power, Authority, and Domination 149
Social Stratification 159
Modernity and Competing Values 163
Summary 166
Points to Remember 166
Glossary 168
Questions for Review 169
Notes 169
References 170

4  American Classics: The Chicago School, Talcott Parsons, and  
Robert Merton 172
The Chicago School of Sociology 173
Talcott Parsons 176
The Social System 177
Socialization and Societal Integration 180
Social Change and the Secularization of Protestantism 182
Pattern Variables 183
Modernization Theory 188
Stratification and Inequality 190
Robert Merton 193



Contents vii

Neofunctionalism 198
Summary 200
Points to Remember 200
Glossary: Chicago School 201
Glossary: Parsons 202
Glossary: Merton 203
Glossary: Luhmann 203
Glossary: Alexander 204
Questions for Review 204
Note 204
References 204

5 Critical Theory: Technology, Culture, and Politics 207
The Societal Critique of Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse 212
Dialectic of Enlightenment 216
Mass Culture and Consumption 223
Politics: Uniformity and Control 234
Jürgen Habermas: The State and the Public Sphere 239
Summary 245
Points to Remember 245
Glossary 246
Questions for Review 248
References 249

6 Conflict, Power, and Dependency in Macro-Societal Processes 251
Ralf Dahrendorf ’s Theory of Group Conflict 252
C. Wright Mills: Class and Power 258
Dependency Theory: Gunder Frank’s and Cardoso’s Neo-Marxist Critiques 
of Economic Development 264
Summary 270
Points to Remember 270
Glossary 271
Questions for Review 272
References 272

7 Exchange, Exchange Network, and Rational Choice Theories 274
Exchange Theory: George Homans and Peter Blau 275
Exchange Network Theory: Richard Emerson, Karen Cook, Mark Granovetter 282
Rational Choice Theory (RCT) and Its Critique: James Coleman, 
Gary Becker, Paula England 287
Analytical Marxism 293
Summary 295
Points to Remember 295
Glossary: Exchange Theory 296
Glossary: Exchange Network Theory 296
Glossary: Rational Choice Theory 297
Glossary: Analytical Marxism 297
Questions for Review 297
Note 298
References 298



viii Contents

 8 Symbolic Interactionism 301
Development of the Self Through Social Interaction:  
G. H. Mead and C. H. Cooley 302
The Premises of Symbolic Interactionism: Herbert Blumer 308
Erving Goffman: Society as Ritualized Social Interaction 309
Symbolic Interactionism and Ethnographic Research 324
Summary 324
Points to Remember 325
Glossary 326
Questions for Review 328
Note 328
References 328

 9 Phenomenology and Ethnomethodology 331
Phenomenology: Alfred Schutz, Peter Berger, and Thomas Luckmann 332
Ethnomethodology: Harold Garfinkel 344
Gender as an Accomplished Reality: Candace West and Don Zimmerman 348
Summary 352
Points to Remember 353
Glossary: Phenomenology 354
Glossary: Ethnomethodology 354
Questions for Review 355
References 355

10 Feminist Theories 357
Consciousness of Women’s Inequality: Charlotte Perkins Gilman 361
Standpoint Theory: Dorothy Smith and the Relations of Ruling 364
Masculinities: R.W. Connell 376
Patricia Hill Collins: Black Women’s Standpoint 378
Sociology of Emotion 388
Arlie Hochschild: Emotional Labor 389
Summary 396
Points to Remember 397
Glossary 398
Questions for Review 399
Notes 400
References 400

11  Sex, Bodies, Truth, Power: Michel Foucault, Steven Seidman, 
and Queer Theory 403
Disciplining the Body 404
Sex and Queer Theory 415
Summary 426
Points to Remember 426
Glossary 427
Questions for Review 428
References 428

12 Postcolonial Theories and Race 430
The Color Line 433



Contents ix

Slavery and Racial Otherness: Edward Said, Frantz Fanon 434
Colonialism: The Creation of Otherness 436
The Phenomenology of Otherness 439
New Directions in the Sociology of Colonialism: R. W. Connell 440
Southern Theory 441
Race and Racism 442
Cultural Histories and Postcolonial Identities: Stuart Hall 445
Construing Whiteness 448
Race and Class: William J. Wilson, Cornell West 449
Scarring of Black America 451
Racial Politics and Democracy 451
Culture and the New Racism: Paul Gilroy 455
New Racism 456
Summary 459
Points to Remember 459
Glossary 460
Questions for Review 461
References 462

13  Pierre Bourdieu: Class, Culture, and the Social Reproduction 
of Inequality 465
Social Stratification 467
Family and School in the Production of Cultural Capital 472
Taste and Everyday Practices 476
Summary 486
Points to Remember 487
Glossary 487
Questions for Review 488
References 488

14  Economic and Political Globalization: Wallerstein, Sklair, 
Giddens, Sassen, Bauman, Castells 491
What is Globalization? 497
Economic Globalization 498
Immanuel Wallerstein: The Modern World-System 499
Contemporary Globalizing Economic Processes 505
Globalizing Political Processes: The Changing Authority of the Nation-State 513
Summary 526
Points to Remember 527
Glossary: Wallerstein 528
Glossary: Other Relevant Concepts 528
Questions for Review 529
Notes 530
References 530

15 Modernities, Risk, Cosmopolitanism, and Posthumanism 533
Jürgen Habermas: Contrite Modernity 534
S.N. Eisenstadt: Multiple Modernities 536
Ulrich Beck: Global Risk Society 542



x Contents

Anthony Giddens: Dilemmas of the Self Amidst Uncertainty 545
Cosmopolitan Modernity 547
The Global Expansion of Human Rights 549
Posthumanism 554
Summary 561
Points to Remember 561
Glossary 562
Questions for Review 563
References 564

Glossary 567
Sociological Theorists and Select Key Writings 588
Index 592



TIMELINES

 I.1 Major pre- Enlightenment influences and events from the Enlightenment 
to the establishment of sociology 2

 1.1 Major events spanning Marx’s lifetime (1818–1883) 36
 2.1 Major events spanning Durkheim’s lifetime (1858–1917) 83
 3.1 Major events spanning Weber’s lifetime (1864–1920) 130
 3.2 The emergence of Protestantism and the expansion of capitalism 135
 5.1 Major events from the end of World War I to the present 208
10.1 Major events in the achievement of women’s equality (1865–present) 358
12.1 Major events in the historical evolution of racial equality (1791–present) 431
14.1 Major globalizing economic and political events (1450–present) 492

CONCEPTUAL BOXES

 1.1 Georg Simmel: The coldness of money 49
 1.2 Alienation inheres in capitalism 59
 2.1 Georg Simmel: Urbanism as a way of acting, thinking, and feeling 100
 2.2 Analytical contrasts between traditional and modern society 106
 3.1 Types of meaningful social action: Meaningful action can be driven by 

 multiple and diverse motivating forces 146
 4.1 The functional requirements (A, G, I, L) of society as an action system 

 composed of four subsystems of action 178
 4.2 Parsons’s five contrasting value orientations (pattern variables) 184
 4.3 Robert Merton: The sociology of science amid social disorder 194
 4.4 Modes of individual adaptation to societal conditions 197
 5.1 Antonio Gramsci and the concept of hegemony 226
 6.1 Donald Black: Conflict in social space 254

LIST OF BOXED FEATURES



xii List of Boxed Features

 9.1 Pardon the interruption: Conversation differences between 
women and men 352

10.1 Woman as the Other 368
11.1 Keeping a tab on bodies: Census categories 407
12.1 Critical race theory 434
12.2 Slavery as social death 435
12.3 Facts of Blackness 452
13.1 Erotic capital 471
13.2 Norbert Elias: The civilizing process 478
15.1 Venice Biennale, 2022: Capturing posthumanist currents 559

CONTEMPORARY TOPICAL APPLICATIONS

 I.1 “Post-truth” society 17
 1.1 Contemporary China: Consumer capitalism in a state-controlled society 38
 1.2 The on-demand, gig economy 51
 1.3 Occupational injuries in the meatpacking industry 54
 1.4 “If I had a perfect place to die, I would die on the [football] field” 55
 1.5 Laboring in the poultry factory 62
 1.6 The uberization of corporate political influence 74
 2.1 Born on the Bayou and barely feeling any urge to roam 87
 2.2 Opioid addiction and deaths of despair 89
 2.3 Covid’s disruption of social togetherness 93
 2.4 Teams that practice together win together! 102
 2.5 Social media and social isolation 109
 2.6 Disasters, resilience, and change 113
 2.7 The anomie of economic globalization 114
 2.8 When tragedy brings strangers together 116
 2.9 Flags and anthems 118
 3.1 Explaining Brexit with Weber: Rational and nonrational action 144
 3.2 Muslim women and virginity: Two worlds collide 146
 3.3 Egg donors wanted 148
 3.4 “Why is she wearing that?” Ski-masks as beach fashion in China 148
 3.5 Bureaucratic rationality: Bringing order to chaos at the White House 154
 3.6 Science and politics: Climate change and Covid vaccines 164
 4.1 Contemporary China in systemic action 178
 4.2 Blurring the lines between medical diagnoses and economic profit 187
 4.3 Creating an inclusive workplace: Achievement versus ascription at Google 192
 4.4 Apple orchards and immigration restrictions: A case of anticipated and 

dysfunctional consequences 195
 5.1 ChatGPT and the mystique of Artificial Intelligence (AI) 217
 5.2 Apps and surveillance in everyday life 220
 5.3 Advertising, advertising everywhere 227
 5.4 Walmart shoppers 229
 5.5 Smart water: Liquid gold 232



List of Boxed Features xiii

 5.6 Dubai: The aesthetic commodification of culture and place 233
 5.7 Social media and democracy 235
 6.1 Ethnic conflict in India … amplified by social media 258
 6.2 Women in the economic power elite 261
 7.1 Depleted trust: Drunken abuse of the police in South Korea 281
 7.2 Steroid report depicts a two-player domino effect 286
 7.3 Birds of a feather flock together 286
 7.4 Heterosexual romance and the marriage market in China 290
 8.1 Talking mirrors and style assistant robotic cameras 305
 8.2 Directions for performing the role of the considerate airline passenger 311
 8.3 Body appearance and body surgery 313
 8.4 Impression management in the British Royal Family 318
 9.1 Homecoming strangers: “After war, love can be a battlefield” 342
 9.2 “I am Cait”: Naming reality 343
10.1 Gender gaps 371
10.2 Intersectionality, activist knowledge, and social justice 385
11.1 The birth of obesity 409
11.2 The normalization of sexual equality 417
11.3 Gay sexual freedom in China 420
11.4 Beyond the binary 422
11.5 Transgender rights and gender-transition medical care 424
12.1 Muslims as Others 438
12.2 Affirmative action in Brazil 445
12.3 The postracial vision and racial awareness of Barack Obama 454
13.1 College education, economic mobility, and social well-being 473
13.2 Celebrating “First-Gen” 476
14.1 Global flows 496
14.2 Global openness 508
14.3 Class polarization in India 512
15.1 Is China changing the world? 540
15.2 Risk and uncertainty in the digital economy 544
15.3 Empathy walls in Europe 550
15.4 One Love: Bob Marley, a cosmopolitan figure 552
15.5 Are Western values universal values? 553



I.1 Though a source and advocate of community, Starbucks also exemplifies 
the economic inequality characteristic of contemporary society. 7

I.2 With social progress comes a preoccupation with creating and 
 maintaining social order. 15

I.3 Sociology is science, and its evidence-based analysis is critical to 
making sense of everyday life as well as informing policymaking. 20

1.1 Walmart, the largest private employer in the United States, is an 
 ever-growing global retail corporation with over 10,000 stores in 
27 countries (with ASDA its store name in the United Kingdom). 
Its employee policies epitomize the low-wage, cost-reduction 
 strategies required by contemporary capitalism. 48

1.2 Financial crises and evidence of economic inequality motivated the 
Occupy Wall Street movement. Occupy protests occurred in over 
200 cities across the world. 65

1.3 Love of Taylor Swift and for her Eras Tour in 2023 was a major driver of 
consumption. Ticket sales; song and album downloads; an array of fan 
fashion and merchandise including beads for friendship bracelets; and 
high-priced travel, accommodation, and food purchases, all contributed 
an inflationary boost to the economy. In North America alone, 
Swift’s concerts generated over $4.5 billion in economic activity.  71

2.1 Small towns and rural communities have different characteristics, 
different constraints, and different types of social relations than those 
found in urban or metropolitan areas. 97

2.2 Rules (and rule-breakers) are created by society. Rules constrain our 
individualistic impulses and remind us that the smooth functioning of 
society rests on individuals’ dependence on one another, whether at 
work or at play. 105

2.3 Hurricanes, earthquakes, and other natural disasters create social 
anomie; they unexpectedly rupture the normalcy of everyday routines 
for individuals, families, and whole communities. 111

LIST OF ANALYTICAL PHOTOS



List of Analytical Photos xv

 2.4 Sports arenas such as Yankee Stadium, home to the New York Yankees 
baseball team, function as sacred spaces. 120

 3.1 King Charles III and Queen Elizabeth II: Traditions and symbols of 
tradition endure and exert authority in modern society.  150

 3.2 In modern society, even those not working in bureaucratic 
 organizations are subject to rational-legal authority; mobile food 
vendors must be licensed to sell food. 157

 3.3 Success in sports garners social prestige and economic rewards; 
 internationally renowned soccer celebrity, Lionel Messi is a 
 charismatic figure on and off the field. 161

 4.1 Institutional differentiation and specialization characterize modern 
society. The tasks of economic productivity (e.g., corporate offices) and 
values transmission (e.g., church) have their own particular spaces, 
amicably coexisting side by side. 182

 5.1 Technology companies are among the world’s most recognizable and 
successful brands today. 215

 5.2 Smartphones allow us to keep track of our own and others’ movements. 221
 5.3 Customers wait patiently in line to buy the latest iPhone, even though 

the differences between it and earlier iPhone models and other 
smartphone brands are relatively small. 225

 5.4 Contemporary commodified culture nurtures a sameness or 
 homogenization in individual appearance and personality. 229

 5.5 In Las Vegas, newly built, lavish replicas of unique world-famous sites 
dazzle us. They prompt us to wonder which one is true, more real, 
more impressive – the original or its recreated spectacle? 232

 6.1 Conflict and protest are a normal part of democratic society. 256
 6.2 Although changes have occurred in recent years in the gender 

 composition of the power elite, only men can become ordained priests 
and bishops in the Catholic Church. 263

 7.1 In love and other social exchange relationships, when we give we 
expect to receive … something in return … sometime in the future. 280

 8.1 Prince William and Princess Kate perform ritualized work and family 
roles and socialize their children into meeting the performance 
expectations of their inherited, ascribed roles. 315

 9.1 Coming home means negotiating the transition from one here-and-
now reality to a different here-and-now reality, realities that are made 
different both by our presence and our absence. 340

 9.2 Doing gender has become more complicated, perhaps, even as its 
practical realization has more possibilities. 348

10.1 Barbie, the movie, offers a gently critical, ironic view of Barbie and 
her adventures dealing with patriarchy while simultaneously 
 promoting the worldwide commercial and cultural success of the 
multigenerational Barbie phenomenon. Directed by Greta Gerwig 
who cowrote the script with her husband Noah Baumbach, Barbie 
earned over one billion dollars within a few weeks of its release in 
the summer of 2023. 364



xvi List of Analytical Photos

10.2 Despite advances in women’s equality with men, women and men are 
reminded to see women as objects for men. On institutional initiatives 
to redress gender stereotyping, see Topics 4.3 and 6.2. 367

10.3 Theresa May and Nicole Sturgeon: Despite their achievements, 
women leaders still must contend with sexist expectations. 374

10.4 Internationally renowned American artist Simone Leigh’s monumental 
sculptures convey Black women’s formidable strength and 
independence. Her 16-foot bronze sculpture “Brick House” (above) 
“is figurative and abstract, a mysterious and majestic goddess of 
Black womanhood”. 383

11.1 The disciplined body. Church, state, advertisements, social media, and 
everyday conversation regulate bodies, body talk, and body desire. 412

11.2 The legalization of same-sex marriage in many countries reflects a 
transformation in the understanding of sexual orientation and in 
society’s acceptance of the normalcy of gay and lesbian relationships. 416

11.3 Influential music icon David Bowie’s self-presentation disrupted gender 
and sexual binaries, instead conveying their fluidity. 421

12.1 Nadiya Hussein, whose classic British cake bedecked with a Union Jack 
ribbon was the winner of the Great British Baking Contest in 2015 – 
featured here with her new cookbook – exemplifies the symbolic power 
and the normality of being Black and British. 447

12.2 Black Lives Matter (BLM) marches and public memorials and 
 sculptures, such as these representations of Breonna Taylor and 
George Floyd in New York’s Union Square, serve to highlight the 
persistence of racial injustice. 453

12.3 Drawing on the lived experience of economic and racial inequality, 
many popular rappers with cross-racial appeal like Fabolous celebrate 
their rise “From Nothin’ to Somethin’.” 455

13.1 What looks good, smells good, and tastes good is conditioned by our 
everyday social class and family habits and practices. 480

14.1 Coca-Cola – a quintessentially American brand – is among the world’s 
largest and most recognizable transnational corporations, with business 
operations, staff, and sales in more than 200 countries. 506

14.2 The expansion of financial capitalism is reflected in the prominent 
visibility of new financial offices in global cities.  507

14.3 Despite the success of the European Union in building a more 
integrated political, economic, and cultural community of nations, 
it is frayed, as conveyed by the Brexit vote, by tensions between 
national and transnational interests.  517

15.1 Though it’s a good habit, recycling alone won’t solve humanity’s 
climate crisis.  535

15.2 Although the manifestations of modernity vary across the world, the 
sites and symbols of consumer choice are increasingly universal. 537

15.3 The ideal for many Asian women is a Western/Caucasian face, a 
standard of beauty promoted by the cosmetics industry globally, 
as advertised by Chanel in Seoul, South Korea. 542



List of Analytical Photos xvii

15.4 The cosmopolitan imperative requires us to think of ourselves and of 
local and distant Others as part of the one shared humanity. 552

15.5 “Does ChatGPT know how to do this?” The accelerating progression of 
AI applications in daily life prompts us to question the superiority of 
human capacities and to rethink the boundaries of what is natural, 
whether to humans, poultry, animals, or plants. 555



I am very grateful to Justin Vaughan at Wiley- Blackwell for persuading me to write this 
book and to embark on subsequent revised editions. I appreciate his support throughout 
the process. I also appreciate the editorial production and marketing assistance of the 
Wiley team, including Madhurima Thapa, Avinash Makarla, and Ed Thompson. I am 
grateful to Jordan Burke, James Tucker, Jennifer Esala, Jared del Rosso, Erin Anderson, 
Inger Furseth, Erin Steuter, Daniel Harrison, John Bartkowski, Paul Wink, and anony-
mous reviewers for their helpful comments.

The information in the timelines is derived from various sources including Colin 
McEvedy (1985), The Macmillan World History Factfinder, New York: Macmillan; H. E. 
L. Mellersh (1999), Chronology of World History, volumes 1–4, Santa Barbara, CA: 
BC- CLIO; Derrick Mercer, ed. (1996), Chronicle of the World, London: Dorling 
Kindersley; Hans- Albrecht Schraepler (1997), Directory of International Economic 
Organizations, Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press; and Caroline Zilborg 
and Susan Gall, eds. (1997), Women’s Firsts, Detroit, MI: Gale.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

As you read through the individual chapters in this book, you will find the following 
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the chapter.
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Welcome to sociological theory. Theory, by definition, is abstract. This book illustrates 
the richness of sociological theory by emphasizing how its breadth of concepts or ana-
lytical ideas have practical application and explanatory relevance to daily life. It will 
introduce you to the major theorists whose writings and conceptual frameworks 
inform sociological thinking. It will equip you with the theoretical vocabulary 
necessary to appreciate the range of perspectives found in sociological analysis. It will 
give you the confidence to apply these ideas to the many sociological topics you study 
(e.g., inequality, crime, medical sociology, race, political sociology, family, gender, 
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1771 The right to report parliamentary debates established in Britain

1775–1814 The Age of Revolution

1775 American War of Independence; battles of Lexington and Concord 
(Massachusetts)

1776 British troops evacuate Boston; Declaration of Independence

1776 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations

1788 Bread riots in France

1789 Fall of the Bastille; beginning of the French Revolution; new French 
Constituent Assembly abolishes feudal rights and privileges

1791 Bill of Rights in America; first 10 amendments to the US Constitution

1792 Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Woman

1796 Freedom of the press established in France

1805 First factory to be lit by gaslight (in Manchester, England)

1807 Air pump developed for use in mines

1813 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice

1823 Jeremy Bentham, utilitarianism

1831 John Stuart Mill, The Spirit of the Age

1835–1840 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America

1837 Harriet Martineau, Society in America

1839 Comte gives sociology its name

1855 Harriet Martineau translates Comte’s Positive Philosophy

1859 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species (modern evolutionary theory)

1861–1865 American Civil War, the South (Confederates) versus the North (Union)

1865 US president Abraham Lincoln assassinated

1865 Thirteenth amendment to the US Constitution, abolishing slavery
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 sexuality, culture, religion, community, globalization, etc.) and help you to think 
 analytically – with a certain critical distance – about the many occurrences in daily life 
far beyond the classroom.

ANALYZING EVERYDAY SOCIAL LIFE: STARBUCKS

Among many recurring news stories, the unionization of workers at Starbucks receives 
a lot of local and national media attention (e.g., Forbes 2022; Stack 2023). This topic, 
like any other that might engage you on a given day, provides a single snapshot of con-
temporary society, yet its various dimensions can be used to highlight the different 
ways that sociological theorists approach the study of society. Karl Marx (1818–1883), 
a towering figure in the analysis of modern capitalism (see chapter 1), would focus on 
the forces of economic inequality and exploitation that underlie baristas’ (and other 
food workers’) drive toward unionization. Marx’s theory would highlight the extent to 
which within capitalism, the pursuit of profit permeates the service production pro-
cess: Business owners and corporate executives, adhering to the economic logic of 
capitalism, develop efficient work practices that dictate how employees work, and they 
also determine the low wage paid for such work. Marx emphasizes that the pursuit of 
profit underlies and consolidates the economic or class inequality that is part and 
parcel of capitalism (see also Parrenas 2021; Romero 1992/2002; Sherman 2007). You 
might suggest that if baristas are unhappy, they should leave Starbucks. But if they 
leave, what are their options? Very limited, Marx would respond. Because baristas (and 
other workers) have to live, they need money in order to survive (especially in a society 
in which there is very little government economic support available to those who are 
on low- wages or unemployed long term). Therefore, although baristas and other res-
taurant servers are free to leave a particular employer, they are not free to withhold 
labor from every coffee shop or restaurant – they must work someplace. Hence wage- 
workers must sell their labor on the job market, even if what they receive in exchange 
for their labor will always be significantly less than the profit that Starbucks or some 
other employer will make from their work. Although Starbucks must pay the many costs 
associated with the coffee retail business and the upkeep and running of its more than 
9,000 company- owned stores in the United States, a large gap will also remain between 
the baristas’ minimum wage (a high of $15 an hour in New York City) and the accumu-
lated money paid by Starbucks’ customers for lattes across a single hour of service.

Further, the competitive nature of capitalism and the economic competition among 
coffee shops and restaurants means that the profit- driven working conditions in one 
specific workplace will not vary much from those in another. Low wages and irregular 
work schedules, therefore, are what baristas and servers can expect, regardless of the 
specific employer (whether Starbucks, Caffe Nero, or a locally owned coffee shop). 
Moreover, if baristas fail to show up for work or are slow in doing their tasks, they can 
be fired and there will always be others waiting to take their place; one of the effects of 
globalization (discussed in chapter  14) is to increase the competition between low- 
wage workers whose pool is expanded by the increasing numbers of immigrant and 
migrant workers available to the low- paying service industries (e.g., Chen  2015; 
Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002; Sassen 2007).
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In focusing on the profit logic and unequal economic relations within capitalist 
society – basically the world at large – Marx also alerts us to how ideology, that is, our 
taken- for- granted ideas about work, achievement, freedom, consumption, luxury, etc., 
determines how we explain and justify all sorts of social phenomena, whether social 
inequality, the Olympic Games, or the latest consumer fad. Marx – and subsequent 
theorists influenced partly by Marx, such as Critical Theorists (see chapter 5) – would 
argue that the ideology of freedom – typically used to denote political freedom and 
democracy – has in today’s world become the freedom to shop. We all (more or less) 
want the consumer lifestyle and the freedom of choice embodied by the array of regular 
and specialty coffees available at Starbucks, a pursuit promoted by the (globalizing) 
capitalist class, and especially by advertising, social media (our and our friends’ 
Instagram- able experiences), and the fashion and pop culture industries. We are con-
tinuously exposed to messages celebrating consumption and the good life. Indeed, 
Marx would argue that it is largely because baristas and servers (and not just affluent 
customers) buy into the allure of consumption that they consent to work as hard as 
they do, despite dissatisfaction with their working conditions, and without fully realizing 
or acknowledging the wholesale inequality of the capitalist system with its ever- growing 
gap between the rich and the poor.

Max Weber (1864–1920) (his last name is pronounced vayber), also offers an anal-
ysis of modern capitalism. But unlike Marx, he orients us to the broad range of forces 
driving social behavior and the various subjective motivations and meanings that lead 
social actors – either individually, or collectively as workers, corporations, trade unions, 
universities, religious organizations, nation states, or transnational alliances (e.g., the 
European Union [EU]) – to behave as they do (see chapter 3). Like Marx, he highlights 
the centrality of strategic cost–benefit or instrumental interests. Thus baristas, unions, 
and Starbucks’ and other corporate executives pursue their own economic and political 
interests by making rational, cost–benefit assessments of which courses of action are 
the most expedient given their respective goals. Starbucks executives are suspicious of 
the union’s goals beyond the specific issues of wages and benefits: They are concerned 
that Starbucks’ strategic interests (in making money, hiring workers, and competing 
with other coffee businesses) will be undermined if their work force is unionized. And 
union leaders are concerned about the relevance of unions if nonunionized workers 
can garner a good wage deal without the union’s intervention. Not surprisingly, as 
some contemporary theorists highlight (e.g., Ralph Dahrendorf; see chapter 6), inter-
group conflict is common in democratic societies as various economic and other 
interest groups compete for greater recognition of their respective agendas.

Life, however, is not all about economic and strategic interests. One of Weber’s the-
oretical achievements was to demonstrate that values and beliefs also matter. Values 
guide social action, a point subsequently emphasized by Talcott Parsons, an American 
theorist who was highly influential from the 1940s to the 1980s in shaping sociological 
thinking and research (see chapter 4). Individuals, groups, organizations, and whole 
countries are motivated by values – by commitments to particular understandings of 
friendship, family, patriotism, environmental sustainability, education, religion, etc. 
Subjective values, such as commitment to securing a college education for themselves 
with their earned wages (and support from the college- education benefit Starbucks 
provides to some employees), may explain why baristas work as hard as they do. 
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Commitment to family and to providing for one’s children is also a significant moti-
vator; indeed, many immigrant women leave their children and families in their home 
country while they work abroad, earning money to send home so their children can 
have a more economically secure life (e.g., England  2005; Sassen  2007). The strong 
cultural value of individualism in the United States, for example, also helps to explain 
why labor unions have a much harder time gaining members and wielding influence in 
the United States than in Western European countries such as the United Kingdom, 
Ireland, and France. The historical–cultural influence of Protestantism in the United 
States and its emphasis on self- reliance and individual responsibility (also studied by 
Weber) means that many Americans believe that being poor is largely an individual’s 
own responsibility (and a sign of moral weakness), a belief that impedes the expansion 
of state- subsidized housing, employment, and social welfare programs. (On the under-
lying institutional and cultural factors driving poverty in the United States, see 
Desmond [2023]).

As recognized by both Marx and Weber, differences in economic resources are a 
major source of inequality (or stratification), determining individuals’ and groups’ 
rankings relative to one another (e.g., upper- class, middle- class, and lower- class strata). 
Additionally, Weber, unlike Marx, argues that social inequality is not only based on 
differences in income but also associated with differences in lifestyle or social status. 
Weber and contemporary theorists influenced by his conceptualization of the multiple 
sources of inequality – such as Pierre Bourdieu (see chapter 13) – argue that individ-
uals and groups acquire habits that demonstrate and solidify social class differences. 
Such differences are evident not only between the upper and lower classes but also 
between those who are economically adjacent. This helps to explain why some people 
prefer Starbucks over Dunkin Donuts and why some will only buy coffee from a local 
café promoting fair trade certification. For similar status reasons, some women will 
spend hundreds of dollars on a Louis Vuitton handbag rather than buy a cheaper, 
though equally functional one by Coach.

The cultural goals (e.g., consumption, economic success, and upward mobility) 
affirmed in society, however, are not always readily attainable. Children who grow up 
in poor neighborhoods with underfunded schools are disadvantaged by their limited 
access to the social institutions (e.g., school) that provide the culturally approved 
means or pathways to academic, occupational, and economic success (e.g., 
MacLeod 2008). As the American sociologist Robert Merton (see chapter 4) shows, 
society creates deviance (e.g., stealing) as a result of the mismatch between cultural 
goals (e.g., consumer lifestyle) and blocked access to the acceptable institutional means 
to attain those goals.

Deviance is a social fact and is “normal”  – as classical theorist Emile Durkheim 
(1858–1917) emphasizes. It is normal because it comes from society and exists in all 
societies as indicated by crime rates. Yet “too much” deviance (or crime) may threaten 
the social order. Social order and cohesion are Durkheim’s overarching focus (see 
chapter 2). He is basically interested in what knits society together – what binds indi-
viduals into society. Rather than focusing on what Marx, for example, would see as 
employers’ exploitation of employees, Durkheim highlights the social interdependence 
produced. For Durkheim, cafe owners, workers, customers, and unions are all interde-
pendent elements of the social collectivity, a collectivity whose effective functioning is 


