
 

GETTING STARTED:     What is sociology? 
 
“Sociology is the study of human groups and social life in modern societies. It is 
concerned with social institutions (such as the family, education and the media) and 
how these operate within society. It involves research to gather evidence about 
behaviour and society; and theories which seek to explain how and why society works in 
the way it does. Sociological research is highly influential on government policy; it can 
identify solutions to social problems, e.g. tackling crime or poverty.” 
 

 
 

Sociology and Common sense: 

Sociology is NOT the same as common sense views about society, or people’s own 
opinions. Sociology is based on research which gathers evidence. It attempts to question 
“taken for granted” assumptions about our social world. E.g. that poverty is a person’s 
own fault or that women are better at caring.. 
Sociology attempts to be objective, and seek explanations without bias, whereas 
common sense views are linked to a person’s beliefs and values. 
 

Sociology and Biology: 

Some researchers believe that our behaviour is driven by instincts and natural “drives”. 
E.g. Wilson (1975) argued that men are “naturally” more promiscuous than women 
because biologically it is in their interests to pass on their genes to as many offspring as 
possible. He believed that it was in women’s “nature” to be more faithful and seek a 
stable relationship with one partner to secure the future of her children, of which she 
can have just a limited number, due to their care. 
 
While this may seem to make sense in terms of seeing us as biological beings with drives 
and uncontrollable instincts, it fails to consider the importance of our “culture”. We are 
by no means simply biological “machines”, SOCIOLOGY is primarily interested in culture 
and how it is learnt. 
 

Culture is a “whole way of life” of a society or group. Culture is the collection 
of ideas and habits, traditions, language, values, customs and norms which 

members of a society learn, share and transmit to the next generation. 
 



SOCIOLOGISTS do not deny that our genes impact on our lives, nor do they disagree that 
we have biological needs which must be met, e.g. for food and drink. HOWEVER 
sociologists are interested in how our CULTURE, the SOCIETY we are born into, 
influences how we act. For example there is wide cultural diversity across the globe 
regarding food, what is acceptable to eat, when and how. 
 
The following pictures illustrate the cultural diversity around the world in terms of food, 
but also dress codes and lifestyles. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/48354634@N00/1554888649/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/48354634@N00/1554887623/


 
 

 
 

Cultural diversity illustrates the importance of NURTURE 
So, we may have biological needs but the huge cultural diversity across the world is clear 
evidence that our CULTURE or SOCIETY dictates how we meet those needs. Cultural 
norms (rules of behaviour) and values (things we which we hold as important) are learnt 
from a young age and control our behaviour. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/48354634@N00/1555760138/
http://www.flickr.com/photos/48354634@N00/1555763796/


FERAL CHILDREN: evidence of the importance of NURTURE! 

                          
 
Children who have been discovered raised without appropriate human 
contact due to a variety of circumstances are known as feral children 
(meaning wild, lacking social knowledge). 
They lack quite basic skills and abilities such as walking, laughing, pointing, 
and are an example of how much of our identity is learnt. 
 
TASK: 
Look up feral children on the internet….. 
 
 
 
 

We call the process of learning our culture SOCIALISATION. 

http://www.nationmaster.com/encyclopedia/Image:Genie-%28feral-child%29.jpg

