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Theories are sets of interrelated ideas that have a wide range of applications, deal with centrally important
issues, and have stood the test of time (Ritzer and Stepnisky 2014). Theories can be said to have stood the test of

time when they continue to be applicable to the changing social world and have withstood challenges from those
who_accept other theories. Sociological theories are necessary to make sense of both the innumerable social

phenomena and the many highly detailed findings of sociological research. Without such theories, we would have

little more than knowledge of isolated bits of the social world. However. once those theories have been created, they

can be applied broadly to such areas as the economy, organizations, and religion, as well as to society as a whole and

even the globe. The theories to be discussed in this chapter deal with very important social issues that have affected

the social world for centuries and will likely continue to affect it. Among these issues are violence, suicide,

alienation and exploitation in the work world, and revolution.
(&)

Theorizing about the social world is not restricted to sociologists such as Randall Collins; everyone theorizes.
What, then, distinguishes the theorizing of sociologists from your own? One difference is that whereas you might
theorize casually, sociologists go about their theorizing systematically by, among other things, making the social
world their laboratory. For example, you might notice two people together. Drawing on your observations of how
those people are interacting (including what they are wearing and their nonverbal communication) and your ideas
of romantic relationships and behaviors, you may conclude that they are dating. You have a (perhaps unconscious)
theory about dating, and you use it to interpret their actions and predict how they might interact next. In contrast,
sociologists are likely to be conscious of their theory of dating. With that theory as background, they might study
behaviors among many pairs of people, carefully analyze the similarities and differences among them, compare
those behaviors to those of people in other societies, and then conclude that a particular style of interaction
characterizes dating couples. More concretely, one recent study of 144 college students used a classical theory of
deviance to demonstrate that academic and interpersonal stress increased dating violence (Mason and Smithey
2012). At some level, we are all theorists, but professional sociologists consciously use theories to analyze scientific

data systematically in order to make better sense of their results, and of the social world.
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Another difference between you and trained sociologists is that you are pretty much on your own in your
theorizing, although the material in this book will help. In contrast, sociologists not only work directly with, and
read the work of, other contemporary sociologists but also base their theories on the work of many important
thinkers in the field who have come before them. As the great physicist Sir Isaac Newton ([1687] 2005) put it "If I

have seen further it is only by standing on the shoulders of giants." Many of today's sociologists theorize because

To e
v

oy

another way, many sociologist
of past theories. Such knowledge would be much more difficult for you as a student to acquire on your own. However,
all of today's sociologists were once students like you. This book will begin to give you the intellectual capital you
need to start thinking like a sociologist.

(]
Copyright © 2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.

Ritzer, G. (2016). Introduction to sociology. SAGE, pp.28-29.
Reprpduced with permission of SAGE College.
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For example, in the realm of consumption, it is people—as designers, manufacturers,
consumers, and bloggers—who create the world of fashion (Entwhistle 2009). However, once the
fashion world comes into existence, that world has a great deal of influence over the social
constructions, especially the tastes, of individuals who purchase the fashions it produces. Famous
fashion houses such as Dior and Givenchy dominate the industry and perpetuate their existence
through continual fashion changes. These companies—and, more important, the "fast-fashion"
companies that copy and mass-produce their products, like H&M, Forever 21, and Zara—control
people's tastes in fashion and thereby the nature of the clothing they buy and wear. Changing
fashions are highly profitable for the companies involved. Consumers are led to be eager to buy the
latest fashions, although most often in the form of relatively inexpensive fast-fashion knockoffs.

(DThe power of the fashion industry to affect consumers' social constructions and the products
thev buy has been analvzed by a number of sociologists (Lipovetsky [1987] 2002; Simmel [1904] 1971).
Most notable is the work of another of the early giants in the field, Thorstein Veblen ([1899] 1994:

171), who criticized the focus on the high heel and especially the skirt. He argued that women have

been led to construct the skirt as desirable even though "it is expensive and hampers the wearer at

every turn and incapacitates her for all useful exertion." Feminist theorists have extended this
critique, arguing that the fashion industry's emphasis on beauty devices such as high heels helps to
maintain gender inequality by serving to limit women physically (Dworkin 1974; Jeffreys 2005).

More subtly, these devices encourage women to construct as desirable a never-ending project of bodily

discipline, especially an obsession with being thin. This project has been critiqued for creating an
unreachable beauty ideal for most women (Bartky 1990; Wolf [1991] 2002).

Of course, many people do not accept such social constructions; they do not go along with the
constraints of the fashion industry. They do not wear what the industry wants them to wear, and
they do not change the way they dress because of changes in fashion induced by the fashion industry.
Many people have their own sense of fashion and create their own way of dressing. Others ignore
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fashion altogether. Of greatest importance from this perspective is the fact that the idea of what is in
fashion often comes not from the fashion industry but rather from the ways of dressing that people
put together themselves. These people, in a real sense, construct their own social reality. In fact, in a
process known as "cool hunting" (Gloor and Cooper 2007), scouts for the fashion industry seek out
new and interesting ways of dressing, often focusing on what young people in the suburbs and the

(@0nce_this happens, however, we are back to a situation where the fashion industry is

controlling, or at least attempting to control, people's social constructions of what they should wear.

Many will accept the new fashion, but others, especially the "cool" kids who are sought out by the cool

hunters, will not. They may well have moved on to some entirely new construction of what they want
to wear. They will again attract the attention of cool hunters, and the process will begin anew. The

development of fashion bloggers offers hope against the power of the fashion industry, although some
bloggers work, overtly or covertly, for that industry, which also seeks to influence or control them.

|G
Copyright © 2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
Ritzer, G. (2016). Introduction to sociology. SAGE, p.20.
Reprpduced with permission of SAGE College.
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