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in the world today, we need to understand connections 
that go beyond our local communities.

Even patterns such as domestic violence, considered as 
micro- and meso-level issues earlier, can be examined at 
the macro level. Violence against women (especially rape) 
occurs at different rates in different societies, with some 
having a culture of rape (Kristof and WuDunn 2009). 
Recent gang rapes of a Danish tourist and young teenagers 
became headline news and shone a spotlight on the cul-
ture and lack of law enforcement in India that encourage 
violence against women (McCoy 2014). The most consis-
tent predictor of violence against women is a macho con-
ception of masculine roles and personality. Societies or 
subgroups within society that teach males that the finest 
expression of their masculinity is physical strength and 
domination tend to have more battered women (Mayeda 
2013).

India is far from the only nation with a culture that 
generates violence against women. South Africa has one of 
the highest levels of rape in the world, with one in four 
men having raped a woman and 46% of those more than 
once (U.S. Department of State 2015). The men tend to 
show no remorse because the behavior is “accepted” by 
their segments of society; it is “macho” (Lindow 2009).

Understanding individual human behavior often 
requires investigation of the larger societal beliefs and val-
ues that support that behavior. Worldwide patterns may 
tell us something about a social problem and offer new 
lenses for understanding that problem.

The social world model presented in each chapter illus-
trates the interplay of micro-, meso-, and macro-level forces 
related to that chapter’s content. Figure 1.3 shows how this 
micro-to-macro model should be seen as a continuum.

Distinctions between each level of analysis are not 
always sharply delineated. The micro level shades into 
the meso level, and the lines between the meso level and 
the macro level are blurry on the continuum. Still, it is 
clear that in some micro-level social units, you know 
everyone, or at least every member of the social unit is 
only two degrees of separation away. In other words, 
every person in the social unit knows someone whom 

you also know. Try the next “Engaging Sociology” to  
test your understanding of levels of analysis and the 
sociological imagination.

We all participate in meso-level social units that are 
smaller than the nation but that can be huge. For example, 
thousands or even millions of individuals join organiza-
tions such as the NRA, MoveOn.org, or the environmental 
group 350.org. Those involved participate in dialogues 
online and contribute money to these organizations. 
People living thousands of miles from one another united 
financially and in spirit to support candidates in the 2016 
U.S. presidential election. We share connections with  
the members of these organizations, and our lives are 
interconnected, even if we never meet face to face.

The macro level is even more removed from the individ-
ual, but its impact can change our lives. For example, deci-
sions by lawmakers in Washington, DC, can seem distant, 
but decisions by Congress and the president may determine 
whether your own family has health care coverage (and of 
what quality) and whether the United States will lead or  
stymie global efforts to address climate change. These  
government leaders will also determine whether interest 
rates on federal student loans for U.S. students go up.

The Social World  
Model and This Book
The social world engulfs each of us from the moment of our 
birth until we die. Throughout our lives, each of us is part of 
a set of social relationships that provides guidelines for how 
we interact with others and how we see ourselves. This does 
not mean that human behavior is strictly determined by our 
links to the social world. Humans are more than mere pup-
pets whose behavior is programmed by social structure. It 
does mean, however, that the individual and the larger social 
world influence each other. We are influenced by and we 
have influence on our social environment. The social world 
is a human creation, and we can and do change that which 
we create. It acts on us, and we act on it. In this sense, social 
units are constantly emerging and changing in the course of 
human action and interaction.

FIGURE 1.3  The Micro-to-Macro Continuum
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