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C anadian preteen Craig Kielburger happened to 
see an article about a 12-year-old boy in Pakistan, 
Iqbal Masih, a child who had escaped slavery and 

was murdered for speaking out against child labor. Iqbal 
was Craig’s age, so the story stunned him. Curious about 
what child labor was, he learned that there are 250 million 
child laborers, ages 5 to 17, around the world. He was 
appalled. Although only 12, he mobilized his classmates, 
and they started a nonprofit called Free The Children (now 
WE Charity). It became an international organization that 
has won a number of international awards for its contribu-
tions to better the lives of oppressed children (Free The 
Children 2015). Craig, now 32, and his brother Marc 
cofounded another organization called Me to We that sells 

socially conscious products and services that helps to fund 
WE Charity.

Many people are concerned mainly about their own 
self-interests, yet even as a child, Craig seemed to care 
about people he had never met. He was motivated to act on 
that concern, but why? Sociologists would point largely to 
his upbringing—his socialization. Coming from a reli-
gious background that stressed compassion and justice 
and being raised in a family that stressed awareness of peo-
ple different from themselves, his mother, Theresa 
Kielburger, ensured that her children had direct experi-
ences in the world around them. She commented to a 
journalist, “Kids become so desensitized by television and 
the media. It’s important to sensitize them, and you have 
to do it when they are young” (Langlois 2015). She used 
small gestures—like stopping to have a conversation with 
a homeless person rather than just ignoring the person or 
giving away pocket change—as a way to communicate val-
ues of caring and humaneness. She often asked her boys 
to imagine what it feels like to be the kid in class whom 
everyone teases, thereby enhancing an ability to see 
things from the perspective of others. Craig also reported 
that a central family motto was, “The only failure in life is 
not trying,” so he developed a sense of agency—of his abil-
ity to make choices and to act, even if he was still a child 
(Kielburger 2009: 13). Eventually, both brothers became 
major human rights activists in Canada, and Craig has 
twice been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize 
(Kielburger 2009). This type of altruism clearly seems to 
be developed by an environment that fosters understand-
ing, tolerance, and caring for the plight of others.

In this chapter we examine the process of socializa-
tion, how it involves development of our selves, and the 
many directions that process can take, depending on one’s 
experiences in life.

Socialization is the lifelong process of learning to 
become a member of the social world, beginning at birth 

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local community
What does it mean to have a self? How have your family, local religious 
congregation, and schools shaped who you are?

Meso: National institutions, 
complex organizations, and 

ethnic groups

How do various subcultures or organizations of which you are a member (your 
ethnic group, political party, or religious affiliation) influence your position in the 
social world?

Macro: National and global 
systems

What would you be like if you were raised in a different country? How might 
globalization or other macro-level events—such as a terrorist attack on your 
country—impact you and your sense of self?

Unlike Craig Kielburger, who was socialized to create a gentler and 
more humane world, some children grow up in a world of hostility 
and violence. Children as young as 5 in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo have been kidnapped or sold to be child soldiers in rebel 
armies. They are socialized through abuse by their captors and forced 
to obey and kill “enemies” in order to survive themselves. Their 
outlook is not that the world is a friendly place.
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