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about people in social groups and organizations— 
questions that can be studied scientifically. Sociologists 
may research how people feel about such issues (the per-
centage of people who want genetically modified food to 
be labeled, for example), but sociologists do not say what 
are right and wrong answers to such value-driven opin-
ions. They are more interested in how people’s beliefs 
influence their behavior. They focus on issues that can be 
studied objectively and scientifically—looking for causes 
or consequences.

Sociologists might ask, Who gets an abortion, why do 
they do so, and how does the society, as a whole, view 
abortion? These are matters of fact that a social scientist 
can explore. However, sociologists avoid making ethical 
judgments about whether abortion is sometimes accept-
able or always wrong. In their private lives, sociologists 
and other scientists may have opinions on controversial 
philosophical issues, but these should not enter into their 
scientific work.

Likewise, sociologists might ask, What are the circum-
stances around individuals becoming drunk and acting 
drunken? This question is often tied more to the particular 
social environment than to the availability of alcohol. Note 
that a person might become very intoxicated at a fraternity 
party but not at a family member’s wedding reception 
where alcohol is served. The expectations for behavior vary 
in each setting. The researcher does not make judgments 
about whether use of alcohol is good or bad or right or 
wrong and avoids—as much as possible—opinions regard-
ing responsibility or irresponsibility. The sociologist does, 
however, observe variations in the use of alcohol in differ-
ent social situations and the resulting behaviors. The focus 
of sociology is on facts and what causes behaviors and  
their results.

Thinking Sociologically
Consider the information you have just read. What 
are some questions sociologists might ask about 
drinking and drunkenness? What are some ques-
tions sociologists would not ask about these topics, 
at least while in their role as researchers?

The Social Sciences: A Comparison
Not so long ago, our views of people and social relation-
ships were based on stereotypes, intuition, superstitions, 
supernatural explanations, and traditions passed on from 
one generation to the next. Natural scientists (e.g., chem-
ists, astronomers, biologists, and oceanographers) first 
used the scientific method, a model later adopted by social 
scientists. Social scientists, including anthropologists, 
psychologists, economists, cultural geographers, histori-
ans, and political scientists, as well as sociologists, apply 
the scientific method to study social relationships, to cor-
rect misleading and harmful misconceptions about 
human behavior, and to guide policy decisions. Consider 
the following examples of specific social science studies.

Some anthropological studies focus on garbage. They 
examine what people discard to understand what kind of 
lives they lead (Bond 2010). Anthropology is the study of 
humanity in its broadest context. It is closely related to 
sociology, and the two areas have common historical roots 
and sometimes overlapping methodologies and subject 
matter. However, anthropologists have four major sub-
fields within anthropology: physical anthropology (which 
is related to biology), archaeology, linguistics, and cultural 
anthropology (sometimes called ethnology). This last field 
has the most in common with sociology. Cultural anthro-
pologists study the culture, or way of life, of a society.

Binge drinking, losing consciousness, vomiting, or engaging in sexual acts while drunk may be sources of storytelling at a college 
party but can be offensive at a wedding reception.

iStock/shironosov

Getty Im
ages/Caiaim

age/Chris Ryan


