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Sociologists do not deny that individuals make choices or that they must take
personal responsibility for those choices. But they are quick to point out that we
cannot fully understand things happening in our lives, private and personal though .
they may be, without examining the influence of the people, events, and societal fea-
tures that surround us. The structure of our lives often is not immediately apparent.
By showing how social processes can shape us, and how individual action can in turn
affect those processes, sociology provides unique insight into the taken-for-granted
personal events and the large-scale cultural and giobal processes that make up our
everyday existence. S '

Other disciplines study human life, too. Biologists study how the body works.
Neurologists examine what goes on inside the brain. Psychologists study what goes on
inside the mind to create human behavior. These disciplines focus atmost exclusively
on structures and processes that reside within the individual. In contrast, sociologists
study what goes on among people as individuals, groups, or societies. How do social
forces affect the way people interact with one another? How do people make sense
of their private lives and the social worlds they occupy? How does everyday social
interaction create “society”?

‘Sociology is not one of those disciplines that draws from a long-standing body of
scientific facts and laws. We do have some good explanations for why certain impoz-
tant social phenomena happen, and we can make reasonable predictions about future
developments. But sociology is not jnherently a discipline of answers. It’s a discipline
of-questions, one that provides a unique and useful method for identifying the puzzles
of your life and your society.

- This discipline scrutinizes, analyzes, and dissects institutional order and its effects
on our thinking. It exposes the vulnerable underbelly of both objective and official
reality and, by doing so, prods us into taking a closer look at ourselves and our private
worlds, not an easy thing to do. Sociology makes life an unsafe place. I don’t mean that
it makes people violent or .dangerous, I mean that it makes perceptions of social sta-
bility unstable or at least fair game for analysis. It’s not easy to admit that our reality
may be a figment of our collective minds and just one of many possible realities, We
live under a belief system that tells us that our unchallenged assumptions are simply
the way things are’ .

‘Sociology is thus a “liberating” perspective (Liazos, 1985). It forces us to look at
the social processes. that influence our thoughts, perceptions, and actions and helps
s see how social change occurs and the impact we can have on.others. In doing so,
sociology also points out the very limits of liberation. We become aware of the chains
that restrict our “movements.” But sociology also gives us the tools to break those
chains. The sociological imagination gives us a glimpse of the world both as it is and
as it could be. SWebARIICER D . BAEEOSEIC FOHBBRL BT,
o ' Republished with permission of SAGE College, from Sociology :

exploring the architecture of everyday life, David M.Newman, Jan/1/2006 ;
permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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