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Interaction between the individual and the group is a 
two-way process in which each influences the other. 
In our family or on a sports team, we can influence the shape 
and direction of our group, just as the group provides the 
rules and decides the expected behaviors for individuals.

Recurrent social patterns, ordered behavior, 
shared expectations, and common understand-
ings among people characterize groups. Consider 
the earlier examples of the chaos created by 9/11 and the 
Boston Marathon bombing. These events were so trou-
bling because they were unexpected and out of the normal 
range of expectations. Normally, a degree of continuity 
and recurrent behavior is present in human interactions, 
whether in small groups, large organizations, or society.

The processes of conflict and change are natural 
and inevitable features of groups and societies. 
No group can remain unchanged and hope to perpetuate 
itself. To survive, groups must adapt to changes in the 
social and physical environment, yet rapid change often 
comes at a price. It can lead to conflict within a society—
between traditional and new ideas and between groups 
that have vested interests in particular ways of doing 
things. Rapid change can give rise to protest activities; 
changing in a controversial direction or failing to change 
fast enough can spark conflict, including revolution. The 
Arab Spring demonstrations illustrate the desire for rapid 
change from long-standing dictatorships, springing from 
citizens’ discontent with corrupt or authoritarian rule. 
The problem is finding acceptable replacement govern-
ments to take over what has been overthrown.

The previous ideas underlying sociology will be rele-
vant in each of the topics we discuss. As you read this book, 
keep in mind these basic ideas that form the foundation of 
sociological analysis: People are social; they live and carry 
out activities largely in groups; interaction influences 
both individual and group behavior; people share common 
behavior patterns and expectations; and processes such as 
change and conflict are always present. Thus, in several 
important ways, sociological understandings provide new 
lenses for looking at our social world.

Sociological Findings and 
Commonsense Beliefs
Through research, sociologists have shown that many 
commonly held beliefs are not actually true, and some 
“commonsense” ideas have been discredited by sociological 
research. Here are three examples.

Belief: Most of the differences in the behaviors of 
women and men are based on “human nature”; 
men and women are plainly very different from 
each other. Research shows that biological factors cer-
tainly play a part in the behaviors of men and women, but 
the culture (beliefs, values, rules, and way of life) that peo-
ple learn as they grow up determines who does what and 
how biological tendencies are played out. A unique exam-
ple illustrates this: In the nomadic Wodaabe tribe in Africa, 
women do most of the heavy work, whereas men adorn 
themselves with makeup, sip tea, and gossip (Cultural 
Survival 2010; Loftsdottir 2004). Each year, the group 
holds a festival where men adorn makeup and fancy hair-
styles and show their white teeth and the whites of their 
eyes to attract a marriage partner. Such dramatic varia-
tions in the behavior of men and women around the world 
are so great that it is impossible to attribute behavior 
solely to biology or human nature alone; learned behavior 
patterns enter in.

Belief: Racial groupings are based on biological dif-
ferences among people. Actually, racial categorizations 
are socially constructed (created by members of society) and 
vary among societies and over time within societies. A per-
son can be seen as one race in Brazil and another in the 
United States. Even within the United States, racial catego-
ries have changed many times. All one has to do is look at old 
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In the early 20th century, immigrants to the United States who 
were of Irish and Italian ancestry were not considered “White” 
in Virginia and several other states. In some cases where 
parochial schools were not options, Irish and Italian children 
were forced to go to racially segregated public schools with 
Black students.


