
4      Part I: Understanding Our Social World

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local communities
How can sociology help me understand my own life in the context of my 
social world?

Meso: National institutions, complex 
organizations, and ethnic groups

How do sociologists help us understand and even improve our lives in 
school, work, and health care organizations?

Macro: National and global systems How might national and global events affect my life?

T he womb is apparently the setting for some great 
body work. It may win the prize for the strangest 
place to get a back massage, but, according to a 

recent scientific article, by the fourth month of gestation, 
twin fetuses begin reaching for their “womb-mates,” and 
by 18 weeks, they spend more time touching their siblings 
than themselves or the walls of the uterus (Weaver 2010). 
Fetuses that have single-womb occupancy tend to touch 
the walls of the uterus a good deal to make contact with 
the mother. Nearly 30% of the movements of twins is 
directed toward their companions. Movements such as 
stroking the back or the head are more sustained and more 
precise than movements toward themselves—touching 
their own mouths or other facial features. As one team of 
scholars put it, we are “wired to be social” (Castiello et al. 
2010). In short, humans are innately social creatures.

The social world is not merely something that exists 
outside us. As the story of the twins illustrates, the social 
world is also something we carry inside. We are part of it, 

we reflect on it, and we are influenced by it, even when we 
are alone. The patterns of the social world engulf us in 
ways both subtle and obvious, with profound implications 
for how we create order and meaning in our lives. We need 
others—and that is where sociology enters.

Sometimes, it takes a dramatic and shocking event for 
us to realize just how deeply embedded we are in our rela-
tionships in the social world that we take for granted. “It 
couldn’t happen in the United States,” read typical world 
newspaper accounts. “This is something you see in the 
Middle East, Central Africa, and other war-torn areas. . . . 
It’s hard to imagine this happening in the economic center 
of the United States.” Yet on September 11, 2001, shortly 
after 9 a.m., a commercial airliner crashed into New York 
City’s World Trade Center, followed a short while later by 
another pummeling into the paired tower. This mighty 
symbol of financial wealth collapsed. After the dust settled 
and the rescue crews finished their gruesome work, nearly 
3,000 people were dead and many others injured. The 
world as we knew it changed forever that day. This event 
taught U.S. citizens how integrally connected they are 
with the international community.

Such terrorist acts horrify people because they are 
unpredictable and unexpected in a normally predictable 
world. They violate the rules that support our connections 
to one another. They also bring attention to the discontent 
and disconnectedness that lie under the surface in many 
societies—discontent that can come to the surface and 
express itself in hateful violence. Such discontent and hos-
tility are likely to continue until the root causes are 
addressed.

Terrorist acts represent a rejection of the modern civil 
society we know. The terrorists themselves see their acts as 
justifiable, as a way they can strike out against injustices 
and threats to their way of life. Few outside the terrorists’ 
inner circle understand their thinking and behavior. The 
events of 9/11 forced U.S. citizens to realize that although 
they may see a great diversity among themselves, people in 
other parts of the world view U.S. citizens as all the same; 

Within hours of their birth in October 2010, Jackson and 
Audrey became highly fussy if the nurses tried to put them in 
separate bassinets. Shortly after birth, they were both put in a 
warmer, and Jackson cried until he found Audrey, proceeding 
to intertwine his arms and legs with hers. Twins, like all 
humans, are hardwired to be social and in relationships with 
others.
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