
36      Part I: Understanding Our Social World

Thinking Sociologically
Consider the issue of homelessness in cities around 
the world. How could each of the theories discussed 
in this chapter be used to help us understand the 
problem of homelessness?

Middle-Range Theories.  Often, sociologists use  
middle-range theories, those theories that explain spe-
cific aspects of social life—such as deviant behavior, 
racial prejudice, and civic engagement—to make sense 
of the data they gather (Merton 1968). These theories 
tend to fall under the umbrella of one of the four major 
theoretical perspectives described earlier. For example, 
Erving Goffman, coming from a symbolic interactionist 
perspective, focused on the impact of stigma (social 
disapproval that discredits a person’s or group’s claim 
to a “normal” identity) in social interactions. His analy-
sis of the impact of stigmas and the mid-range theory of 
social stigma he developed out of it provides one piece 
of the overall puzzle of explaining social interaction in 
society.

Theory and Research Methods.  Scientists, including 
sociologists, often use theories to predict changes in soci-
ety and under what conditions they are likely to occur. 
Theory tells the researcher what to look for and what con-
cepts or variables need to be measured. However, explana-
tions about the relationships between social variables need 
to be tested. This is where research methods—the proce-
dures one uses to gather data—are relevant. Data must be 
carefully gathered and then used to assess the accuracy of 
theory. If a theory is not supported by the data, it must be 

reformulated or discarded. Theory and research are used 
together and are mutually dependent.

To study Hector’s life in Brazil, researchers might focus on 
the micro-level interactions between Hector and his family 
members, peers, teachers, and employers as factors that con-
tribute to his situation. For example, one theory could be that 
Hector’s family has socialized him to believe that certain 
activities (for example, working) are more realistic or imme-
diately rewarding than others (such as attending school). A 
meso-level focus might examine the influence of the organi-
zations and institutions—such as the business world, the 
schools, and the religious communities in Brazil—to see how 
they shape the forces that affect Hector’s life. Alternatively, the 
focus might be on macro-level analysis—the class structure 
(rich to poor) of the society and the global forces, such as 
trade relations between Brazil and other countries, that influ-
ence opportunities for Brazilians who live in poverty.

Whatever the level of analysis, as social scientists, soci-
ologists use scientific methods of gathering evidence to 
disprove or to support theories about society.

IDEAS UNDERLYING 
SCIENCE
Throughout most of human history, people came to 
“know” the world by the traditions passed down from one 
generation to the next. Things were so because authorita-
tive people in the culture said they were so. Often, there 
was reliance on magical, philosophical, or religious expla-
nations of the forces in nature, and these explanations 
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