Common Sense Versus Scientific Evidence

The following is a list of six statements that many North Americans assume are “true”:

1. Poor people are far more likely than rich people to break the law.

a. Watching a television show like “Cops,” one might well conclude that police arrest only people from “bad” neighborhoods.  Poor people do stand out in the official arrest statistics.  But research also reveals that police and prosecutors are more likely to respond leniently to apparent wrongdoing by well-to-do people.  Furthermore, it may be that laws themselves are written in a way that criminalizes poor people more and affluent people less.

2. The United States is a middle-class society where most people are more or less equal.

a. Data shows that the richest 5 percent of our people control half the nation’s total wealth.  If people are equal, the, some are much “more equal” than others.

3. Most poor people don’t want to work.

a. Research indicates that this statement is true of some but not most poor people.  In fact, about half of poor individuals in the United States are children and elderly people whom no one would expect to work.

4. Differences in the behavior of females and males reflect “human nature.”

a. Much of what we call “human nature” is constructed by the society in which we are raised.  In fact, some societies define “feminine” and “masculine” very differently from the way we do.

5. People change as they grow old, losing many interests as they focus increasingly on their health.  

a. Aging actually changes our personalities very little.  Problems of health increase in old age but, by and large, elderly people retain their distinctive personalities.

6. Most people marry because they are in love.

a. To members of our society, few statements are so self-evident.  But as surprising as it may seem, research shows that in most societies, marriage has little to do with love.

*These examples confirm the old saying that “It’s not what we don’t know that gets us into trouble as much as things we do know that just aren’t so.”  We have all been brought up believing conventional truths, being bombarded by expert advice, and being pressured to accept the opinions of people around us.  As adults, we must learn to evaluate critically what we see, read, and hear, and sociology can help us to do that.  
Bell Work Question (Answer on a separate sheet of paper!)

1. Why do we need to do research to study sociology?  Write your response in a good descriptive paragraph.

