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they are despised by some for what they represent: con-
sumerism, individualism, freedom of religion, and toler-
ance of other perspectives. The United States is a world 
power, yet its values challenge and threaten the views of 
many people around the world. For many U.S. citizens, a 
sense of loyalty to the nation was deeply stirred by the 
events of 9/11. Patriotism abounded. The nation’s people 
became more connected to one another and to their iden-
tity as U.S. citizens as a reaction to an act against the 
United States.

A similar sense of patriotism and connectedness arose 
immediately after the bombing at the Boston Marathon in 
2013. First responders and marathon runners pierced with 
shrapnel were held up as heroes and symbols of U.S. pride 
and perseverance in the face of terrorist attacks. As Émile 
Durkheim, one of the founders of sociology, first pointed 
out, acts that break normal rules of behavior, as terrorism 
does, can unite the rule-following members of society 
(Durkheim [1895] 1982).

Most of the time, we live with social patterns that we 
take for granted as routine, ordinary, and expected. These 
social patterns help us to understand what is happening 
and to know what to expect. Unlike our innate drives, 
social expectations come from those around us and guide 

(or constrain) our behaviors and thoughts. Without 
shared expectations among humans about proper patterns 
of behavior, life would be chaotic. Our social interactions 
require some basic rules, and these rules create routine 
and normalcy in everyday interaction. It would be strange 
if someone broke the expected patterns. For the people in 
and around the World Trade Center on 9/11 and Boston on 
April 15, 2013, the social rules governing everyday life 
were brutally violated.

This chapter examines the social ties that make up our 
social world, as well as sociology’s focus on those connec-
tions. You will learn what sociology is, what sociologists 
do, how sociology can be used to improve your life and 
society, and how the social world model helps us under-
stand how society works.

WHAT IS SOCIOLOGY?
Sociology is the scientific study of social life, social 
change, and social causes and consequences of human 
behavior. Sociologists examine how society both shapes 
and is shaped by individuals, small groups of people, orga-
nizations, national societies, and global social networks. 

The terrorist bombing of the 2013 Boston Marathon inspired residents in the Boston area and marathon runners to stand strong in 
the face of terrorism. The 2014 Boston Marathon attracted even more participants and spectators.
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