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How does
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affect children’s
outcomes?

The Millennium Cohort Study
Emla Fitzsimons
2
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Large-scale family surveys can tell us much about how children develop.
But drawing reliable conclusions is often more difficult than it might seem
Sociology Review April 2020
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Exam links
■■

Families and households

■■

Methods

T

wo decades ago, at the turn of the
millennium, a sample of approximately
19,000 babies born across the UK was
chosen at random to be part of a major new
study: the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS).
The babies were a representative sample of
all babies born in the UK in a specific period
covering 2000 to 2001.
The idea for setting up such a study was
not new. On the contrary, there was a strong
precedent in the UK, with similar surveys
starting in 1946, 1958 and 1970. However,
the relatively large 30-year gap before the
MCS meant that there was little up-to-date
evidence on societal inequalities in child
development, a topic in which the then newly
elected Labour government was particularly
interested. Unlocking the potential to answer
a whole range of key questions relevant to
society and social relationships, the MCS
was welcomed, wholeheartedly, across the
research community.

What has the Millennium Cohort
Study produced?
Fast forward 20 years to the present, and these
19,000 babies have now reached adulthood,
with many embarking on their university
journeys or starting new jobs. Their shared
childhoods have been characterised by
the influences of internet technology, an
exponential growth in mobile devices

and social media, and the recession that
began in 2007.
Through the MCS, their individual
journeys have been charted in great detail.
Home-based surveys have been conducted
with the study members and their families
seven times so far (at ages 9 months, 3 years,
5, 7, 11, 14, 17). Rich data have been collected
on their physical, socio-emotional, cognitive
and behavioural development, as well as on
their daily lives, behaviours and experiences.
Alongside this, the study has collected
information on economic circumstances,
parenting, relationships and family life from
their parents.
All these data provide researchers with
important insights into the origins and
consequences of children’s development.
The study has been instrumental in
providing evidence on major issues facing
this generation, including on mental
health, obesity, and social and educational
inequalities. It has helped influence policy in
these areas at local and national levels.
The MCS is also contributing important
new evidence on the experiences of children
growing up in different family structures
in the twenty-first century. In particular,
it offers data on how those born to lone
mothers (15%), cohabiting parents (25%)
and married parents (60%) have fared in
terms of their cognitive development and
socio-emotional wellbeing.
Moreover, the consequences of parental
break-up for children’s outcomes is an
active area of research, with one in five
study members having experienced a
family break-up by early adolescence. The

In two-parent
families, parenting
responsibilities can
be shared
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Exam-style questions
1 Using material from your own
knowledge and the article, evaluate the
view that family structure is the most
important factor in explaining the poorer
outcomes of children in lone-parent
families. (AQA/OCR high-mark question.
Hint: Explain what the ‘poorer outcomes’
are and assess the extent to which they are
the result of family structure.)
2 Outline two advantages and two
disadvantages of using longitudinal studies
to monitor the effects of family breakdown
on child development. (General question on
‘Methods’. Remember to keep the focus on
child development. You might consider the
different reasons there might be for family
breakdown, and the extent to which the
studies would reveal these.)

results provide a fascinating insight into
the complexity of the relationship between
family structure and children’s outcomes. In
order to help us interpret them properly, it is
useful to turn to some theoretical issues first.

Conceptual framework
Resources matter
The relationship between family structure
and children’s outcomes has been studied
extensively in economics, sociology and
psychology. All these disciplines emphasise
that the consequences for children centre
around the relationship between family type
and resources, with the ‘resources’ taken to
mean both time and money (Ginther and
Pollak 2004).
Children reared in single-parent families will, on average, have fewer economic
resources available to them than children
reared in two-parent households. Money
facilitates the provision of material goods
that can foster development and improve
wellbeing, better housing and access to
schools, more social networks and resources.
We know that poverty has negative consequences for children.
Another critical resource is parental
time. While two parents can share parenting
responsibilities, competing time demands
on one parent mean that in single-parent
households there is less time, on average,
for the socialisation and monitoring of
children, and the provision of emotional and
psychological support. We also know that
maternal depression is adversely associated
with the quality of time spent with children,
and with children’s outcomes (Fitzsimons

3
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et al. 2017). On average, single mothers are
more likely to experience depression than
those in a couple.

Correlation is not causation
Complementing these theories is the
important issue of ‘selection’ into marriage,
cohabitation or single parenthood. A person’s
decision to marry, cohabit, remain single or
to split from a partner, will depend on many
factors, for example, their own upbringing,
their personality, their happiness and conflict
in their relationship, mental health, cultural
norms and expectations, and the socioeconomic status of their partner.
These factors may be the real source of
differences in their children’s outcomes,
rather than the parents’ relationship status
per se. While researchers can, with rich MCS
data, take account of observed differences
(for example compare the outcomes of
children with a single parent versus married
parent with the exact same education level), it
is more challenging to account for unobserved
differences (for example level of conflict in
a relationship).
This point is very important for
sociological researchers. Differences in
children’s outcomes may reflect these underlying unobserved differences, rather than be
caused by parents’ actual relationship status:
this is known as ‘selection bias’.

Family dynamics
Childhood is often marked by family
instability, and parental separation is
one such source of change, which shapes
children’s developmental contexts. It is
therefore important to take a dynamic
perspective to understand how children’s
lives and circumstances evolve, and why.
This is one of the reasons why longitudinal
data — data collected over time from
the same subjects — are so well suited to
understanding how family structure and
family instability shape children’s lives.

Considering the evidence
There are many different family
structures. Here I focus on two: marriage

WHILE RESEARCHERS CAN,
WITH RICH MCS DATA, TAKE
ACCOUNT OF OBSERVED
DIFFERENCES, IT IS MORE
CHALLENGING TO ACCOUNT
FOR UNOBSERVED DIFFERENCES

4

SocRev_29i4 print.indd 4

The MCS offers detailed
data on the impact of
family break-ups on
children over time

versus cohabitation, and single-parent
versus two-parent families. I also discuss
existing evidence in the UK on the influence
of parental separation on children’s
outcomes, where outcomes encompass
children’s cognitive development and socioemotional wellbeing.

Cohabiting vs married couples
There is evidence in the UK that children born
to cohabiting couples have lower educational
attainment than those born to married
couples. However, this gap in cognitive
development is mainly explained by the fact
that different types of people choose to get
married rather than cohabit.
For instance, both mothers and fathers
in married couples are over twice as likely
as their counterparts in cohabiting couples
to have a degree. Married fathers are more
than twice as likely as cohabiting fathers to
have a professional occupation (Crawford et
al. 2013). So it is not that marriage confers
positive benefits on children’s behaviour.
Rather, this is due to the ‘selection’ of different
types of people into marriage.

Single mothers

are much more complex than can be simply
explained by marital status at birth.
Single mothers tend to have less
advantageous circumstances — for instance
lower levels of income at their disposal,
lower levels of education — compared to
those married or cohabiting, and this plays
a large part in explaining the differences
in their children’s outcomes (Kiernan and
Mensah 2009).
Of course, whether someone is a single
mother or not can change during the course of
a child’s life, as new relationships are formed.
There is evidence that this can affect children’s
wellbeing in important ways. For instance,
comparing the children of continuously
lone mothers with children whose biological
father stably joined the household, a recent
study found that the latter group fared better
in terms of cognitive and socio-emotional
outcomes (Mariani et al. 2017). In contrast,
children whose biological father joined the
household, but only temporarily, were found
Maternal depression is
more common among
single parents

Very few empirical studies focus on children
born to lone mothers using representative
data sets in Europe. The total number of
children born to a lone mother in the MCS
is 3,285, which is around 15% of the sample.
Children who were born to lone mothers
belonged to a lower socio-economic group
than the children who were born to families
with two biological parents.
Evidence from the MCS shows that
children who were born to lone mothers
tend to have worse outcomes in terms of their
educational attainment and socio-emotional
wellbeing. However, the experiences and
outcomes of children born to single mothers
Sociology Review April 2020
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to have lower wellbeing than children living
continuously with a lone mother. So, family
dynamics and instability matter.

What happens when parents
separate?
One fifth of children between the ages
of 3 and 14 in the MCS saw their parents
separate. Recent research examines how this
affects children’s mental health (Fitzsimons
and Villadsen 2019), including emotional
problems such as feelings of low mood and
anxiety, and behavioural problems such as
acting out and disobedience.
The research found that children whose
parents broke up in late childhood and early
adolescence, between the ages 7 and 14, had
higher emotional problems and conduct issues
in the short term. Children whose parents
separated earlier — between ages 3 and 7
— were no more likely to experience mental
health problems either in the short-term or
later on, by age 14, than those living with both
parents. Among older children, increased
emotional problems were apparent for both
boys and girls, but heightened behavioural
issues were observed in boys only.
The research is among the first in the
UK to investigate the links between the
timing of family break-ups and children’s
mental health. It also comes much closer
than previous studies to unpicking the role
of parents’ separation from the wide range
of other factors that can increase children’s
emotional and behavioural problems.
Using sophisticated statistical methods,
this research can take account of characteristics
such as family social background and
children’s and mothers’ mental health prior

FAMILY SPLITS THAT
OCCUR IN LATE, BUT NOT
EARLY, CHILDHOOD ARE
DETRIMENTAL TO ADOLESCENT
MENTAL HEALTH

to a split. It can also reach experiences that are
difficult to assess, such as the level of conflict
in the home.
The finding that family splits that
occur in late, but not early, childhood are
detrimental to adolescent mental health
might be explained by the fact that children
are more sensitive to relationship dynamics
at this later age. Family break-ups may also
be more disruptive to schooling and peer
relationships at this stage of childhood. The
important policy message from this research
is that families and children may benefit
from support at this difficult time.

Conclusion
There is a complex relationship between
family structure and children’s outcomes.
People choose whether to marry, cohabit
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Key points
■■

Longitudinal studies provide a rich
source of data for studying the outcomes
of children brought up in different types
of family structure.

■■

While evidence shows that certain
types of family structure — for
example, cohabiting parents rather
than married ones, lone parent rather
than two-parents — provide different
outcomes for children, these are
correlations, not causations.

■■

This research shows the importance
of other factors, including economic
resources and family dynamics, which
better explain the differences in outcome
rather than the family structure per se.
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stretch and challenge

Populism, the
media and
the far right
What is fuelling the moral panic about
migrants — and who is joining the far right?

T

he issues surrounding changes in voting behaviour and the
shifts in what people consider important in society have
implications for almost all the sociology topics you will
be studying.
One issue that is prevalent in almost all European countries, and
the USA, is the fear of migrants and what some people see as an
uncontrolled and unstoppable flow of ‘outsiders’ — people markedly
different from themselves. For some, it is their very identity and
culture that is under threat from incomers with different religions,
customs, languages and attitudes. The fear of migrants has led voters
across Europe to elect leaders with policies that curtail civil liberties
and free speech as a means of ‘protecting’ citizens from the perceived
threat of mass immigration.
A YouGov poll in the days before the Brexit referendum found that
56% of Britons named ‘immigration and asylum’ as the biggest threat
facing the country. This was perceived by more than half of those
surveyed as more important than growing levels of inequality, the
rise in child poverty, problems facing the NHS and climate change.

Influence on public beliefs
One result of this is that many people believe that immigrants are
a much larger proportion of the population than they actually are,
and that they receive much more government aid than they really do.
According to Mehta, Americans, on average, think that foreign-born
people make up about 37% of the US population, whereas in reality it
is just 13%. The French believe that one in three people in France is a
Muslim, whereas the actual number is one in 13. British respondents
to a poll predicted that by 2020 almost a quarter (22%) of people in
Britain will be Muslim — the actual projection at the time was 6%.
Set against this, however, is the fact that many studies have found
that those who have direct contact with immigrants have much more
positive views about them, and are more receptive to ideas about
increased immigration. Similarly, some political leaders are openly
pro-migrant, including Emmanuel Macron in France, Angela Merkel
in Germany and Justin Trudeau in Canada.

The role of the media

Selling fear

One important factor is that many people fail to distinguish between
economic migrants, asylum seekers and refugees, usually linking
them all together as ‘immigrants’ who are the target of their fears.
But how do such fears arise? One source is undoubtedly some sections
of the mass media.

However, stoking and capitalising on the fear of migrants wins votes
for politicians — fear of migration is a story easy to sell. Fox News in
the USA, the Springer newspapers in Germany, the Berlusconi papers
in Italy and the Sun and the Daily Mail in the UK are all doing well by
serving up a diet of xenophobia — fear of foreigners.

Headlines and terminology

Social media

In an article written for the Guardian newspaper in August 2019,
Suketu Mehta referred to tabloid headlines such as ‘Migrants
rob young Britons of jobs’, and ‘Britain’s 40% surge in ethnic [sic]
numbers’. This fear of outsiders and the alleged harms they bring was
presented to readers of certain newspapers day after day.
The fear of migrants is amplified by lies about their number.
Immigrants have been referred to as a ‘horde’, a ‘flood’, an ‘invasion’
and the term ‘immigrant’ itself is often coupled with the word ‘illegal’.

A possible source of racially motivated hatred against immigrants that
is even greater than sections of the tabloid press is Facebook.

6
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Germany
Research on German social media conducted by Carlo Schwarz of
Warwick University and Kirsten Müller of Princeton University found
a correlation between anti-refugee sentiments on social media and
real-life actions. Why Germany? In 2015, unprecedented numbers of
Sociology Review April 2020
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people sought refuge in Europe, mainly from Syria, Afghanistan and
Iraq. While many countries closed their borders or imposed quotas,
the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, kept Germany’s borders open
and in the autumn of 2015 accepted almost a million refugees (asylum
seekers), mainly Syrians fleeing the Syrian civil war.
It was claimed that on the whole the German population
developed a ‘welcome culture’ in the face of this humanitarian crisis,
and by December 2018 almost 400,000 of the new arrivals were
in apprenticeships or jobs. However, there has also been growing
resentment and hostility towards the refugees among some sections
of the population.

The AfD on Facebook
A key player in this has been the far-right party AfD (Alternativ für
Deutschland), which is now the third-largest party in the German
parliament, having won 12.6% of the vote and more than 90 seats in
the 2017 elections. Formed in 2013 as an anti-euro party, the AfD has
shifted its main focus, which is now immigration and (anti)Islam.
For their research, Schwarz and Müller looked at the AfD Facebook
page. They looked at the make-up of its users and their location, and
compared these to 3,300 anti-refugee incidents in Germany. They
found that in those weeks with spikes in anti-refugee sentiments on
Facebook, refugee attacks were disproportionately higher in those
areas with high social media usage. In order to test whether the link
was real, they looked at 300 major internet or Facebook disruptions
(outages) that temporarily cut off users from social media. They found
that such outages reduced the link between local hate crimes and
social media usage. While the researchers do not claim that social
media usage causes hate crimes, and acknowledge that it is just one

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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of many factors involved, they argue that their research does establish
a link between the two.

Who joins the far right?
Right-wing, populist, anti-immigrant parties have been growing in
many European countries. Why are people drawn to them and who
are their members?

Anti-Muslim prejudice
In September 2012 sociology professor Hilary Pilkington was
observing a rally of the right-wing English Defence League (EDL) and
a counter-protest of anti-fascist groups in Walthamstow, East London,
when she was arrested, along with others from both groups. This
led to her getting to know a group of EDL supporters, whom she
accompanied to protests over the next 3 years, to conduct an in-depth
study of what draws people to far-right groups. In her opinion, some
people are attracted because of anti-Muslim prejudice. ‘People have
a very strong sense that there is something changing in this country,
and it’s to do with the growing visibility of strong religious practices,’
she said in an interview for the BBC in July 2019.
Research by the anti-fascist organisation ‘Hope not Hate’ shows
that anti-Muslim groups posting on social media accounts such as
Twitter are increasing both in number and the number of ‘followers’,
and that what they term ‘trigger events’, such as attacks by Muslims
cause intense media debate and negative images of Islam, Muslims and
immigration. This leads to perceptions of conflict between Muslims,
immigrants and the wider population, which facilitates retribution
and violence towards anyone in the opposite group. However, such
spikes are also visible whenever issues surrounding immigration and

7
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unemployment receive increased public attention, suggesting that the
effect is in part connected to fear and insecurity.

Housing and employment
Pilkington found that as well as anti-Islam sentiments, another factor
leading people to join the far-right was the feeling that they were
becoming ‘second-class citizens’. This was particularly associated with
the difficulties of obtaining access to social housing. The policy of
allowing people to buy their council homes led to around 2 million
properties being sold between 1980 and 2014, resulting in a chronic
shortage of social housing and over a million households on council
waiting lists. The way that many council lists are managed means that
people can see who else is on the list, and which people are awarded
homes. In many cases, migrants have nowhere else to go, and are
therefore given priority by councils, leading to acute resentment by
locals struggling to obtain council accommodation.
Most of the EDL members that Pilkington met were unemployed
or in precarious and low-paid employment. Many had dropped out
of school and had few, if any, qualifications and complained of the
difficulty of finding work. She tells the story of EDL supporter Declan,
in his late teens and living with his parents, who had just lost his job.
Declan was from Teesside, which used to have many jobs in heavy
industry. However, many of the plants and factories have closed
down, leading to increased unemployment.
In 2018 Teesside had an unemployment rate of 7.1%, compared
with the national average of 4.2% (this has now fallen to 3.8%). The
northeast of England, where Teesside is situated, is the region with
the highest number of referrals to the government’s Prevent strategy,
launched in 2007, which aims to prevent people from turning to, or
supporting terrorism. Between 2017 and 2018 there was an increase
of 36% nationally for referrals related to right-wing extremism.
Julia Eber, a research fellow at the Institute of Strategic Dialogue
who specialises in monitoring far-right extremism, says that socioeconomic grievances have been one of the biggest factors far-right
groups have been exploiting online. She says that one of their strategies

8
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is to find issues that concern people, such as lack of access to social
housing and a decline in employment opportunities, and put out the
online message that these are caused by immigration and the growth
of the Muslim population. The groups tailor their narratives to fit the
grievances and then use their right-wing ideologies to explain them.

The radical right: changing patterns
While the ideology of the European radical right is indeed focused on
immigration and anti-Muslim sentiments, its composition is no longer
the sole domain of older, working-class males with conservative views
on women’s and LGBT rights. Research by Caroline Marie Lancaster
shows that radical right populist parties in Europe have also been
successful in attracting people with far less conservative views on
these issues.
An early indication of this change was expressed by Pim Fortuyn in
the Netherlands. In the early 2000s, Fortuyn, an openly gay sociology
professor and radical-right figurehead offered a very different reason
for the restriction of Muslim immigration. His focus was not on the
effects of this on job losses or possible terrorism, but rather that Islam
was ‘backward’, and posed a threat to the rights of women and the
LGBT community. Also in the Netherlands, Geert Wilders and his Party
for Freedom spread theories about the imminent Muslim takeover of
Europe and the establishment of ‘Eurabia’, where Sharia law would
prevail and Dutch women would be forced to walk about Amsterdam
clad in black burqas. Such views are also found in other European
countries, from France and German to Denmark and Sweden.
In order to explore further the characteristics and attitudes of some
of Europe’s contemporary radical-right supporters, Lancaster used data
from the European Social Survey, a biennial survey of public opinion
in Europe. As well as economic issues, she also included attitudinal
questions on traditionalism, authoritarianism and nationalism.
‘Traditionalism’ looks at respondents’ beliefs on whether women should
be allowed to work outside the home, and whether gay and lesbian
people should be able to ‘live life as they wish’. ‘Authoritarianism’ refers
to a desire for strong government and showing respect for laws and
Sociology Review April 2020
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Extremist groups target areas
with high unemployment, for
example Teesside

Loss of council housing to
high-priority migrants can
cause tensions to rise

rules no matter what. Questions on nationalism looked at attitudes
to immigration and whether European integration has ‘gone too far’.
Using a statistical technique to place respondents into groups
based on similar survey responses and demographic characteristics,
she identified three broad groups of radical right voter:
■ Conservative nativists, forming about a quarter of the sample,
were the stereotypical right-wing voter. They were older, male, less
educated and preferred traditional family structures and strong
government. They were highly opposed to both immigration and
European integration.
■ Sexually modern nativists formed about a third of the sample.
While only slightly less nationalist than the first group, there were
striking differences. They were younger, highly educated and more
likely to be women. They were not opposed to gender equality and
LGBT rights.
■ The third group fell between these two, and held more
moderate views.
Lancaster reports that the most striking thing about her research
is the extent to which the ‘sexually modern’ group has increased in
number. In 2004, the vast majority of the radical right was either
conservative or moderate. Only 12% fell into the sexually modern
group. In 2016, however, almost half, 45%, fell into this group. She
believes that the reasons for this lie in the financial crisis around
2008 and the Syrian refugee crisis around 2015. These events brought
immigration policies and European integration to the forefront
of voters’ concerns, and for many, the parties of the radical right
appeared to be the most effective in handling these issues.

Conclusion
As with almost all social issues, there is no single cause that has led to
the increase in Europe in anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim sentiments,
and to the rise in far-right parties. This article has attempted to explore
some of them. As sociology students, you should keep an eye on future
developments, as there are far-reaching consequences for individuals
and for societies as a whole.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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How can I use this material?
The material has obvious links to the role of the mass media,
and in particular to social media, in influencing (some would say
manipulating) people’s opinions.
■ Also raised are issues of stratification. The concerns of many rightwing supporters are based on economic insecurity and the growing
divide between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’.
■ Similarly, the existence in European countries of many groups with
markedly different views and practices on religion, gender equality
and LGBT issues raise important issues about culture and identity.
■
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Can Fairtrade reduce g

Kathryn Wheeler

Many consumers are attracted to buying Fairtrade products.
But is Fairtrade the best way to promote development
and reduce poverty in lower-income countries?

Exam links
■■

Global development/Globalisation

■■

Stratification and inequality

T

he year 2019 marked the 25th
anniversary of the Fairtrade mark
in the UK. Green and Black’s Maya
Gold Chocolate was the first Fairtradelabelled product to hit supermarket shelves
in 1994. It was soon followed by tea and
coffee from Cafédirect, Clipper and Percol.
At this time, attaching a label to a product
to inform consumers that producers in the
developing world were paid a fair price for
their crop was novel. Fast-forward to today
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and we are surrounded by a wide range of
consumer labels, with multiple claims that
consumers can protect the environment and
tackle global poverty through their shopping
choices. The idea that shopping can change
the world is seductive, but does it really work?
This article asks what role the Fairtrade
brand plays in making international trade
fairer for developing nations. Fairtrade has
been subject to criticism over the years, with
some claiming it does not alleviate global
poverty because economic development is
best achieved through increasing the access of
all farmers to international trading markets
and removing trade barriers.
Free-trade principles are hard to
achieve when many national governments
protect domestic producers and enter into

favourable trade agreements that exclude
some developing nations. Governments,
international agencies and businesses all
have an important role to play in making
trade fairer. Consumers, backed by civil
society, can also send an important message
to these different organisations to demand
such reform.

What is Fairtrade?
The first labels
Fair-trade activities can be traced back to the
1940s, but the movement really took off in
the 1990s. This followed the ‘coffee crisis’ —
when coffee prices fell to their lowest point in
over 100 years, after an international system
to stabilise prices was disbanded in 1989. The
coffee crisis devastated coffee farmers across
Sociology Review April 2020
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e global inequality?
(non-governmental organisations) including
the Catholic Overseas Development Agency,
Christian Aid, Oxfam, Traidcraft, the World
Development Movement and the National
Federation of Women’s Institutes.

An international initiative
An overarching organisation (Fairtrade
International) was formed in 1997 to
bring together national initiatives behind
universal Fairtrade standards and a single
Fairtrade mark. If a producer is certified as
Fairtrade, they are guaranteed a minimum
price for their crop that covers the cost of
sustainable production, and an additional
social premium which must be invested into
community development projects.
In return, producers must:
■ establish a democratic body to decide
how the Fairtrade premium is spent and
profits shared
■ demonstrate
sound environmental
management of crops, including no
genetically modified organisms and limited
use of pesticides
■ demonstrate fair labour conditions, such
as no forced or child labour
To check that these standards are met,
producers pay fees to Fairtrade International
Low-cost, subsidised coffee
from Vietnam is not Fairtrade
— but it has helped millions
of poor people

the globe, causing poverty, hunger
and accelerating migration
to the cities.
The first Fairtrade labelled
coffee (Max Havelaar) was
introduced into Dutch
supermarkets in 1988,
offering a small number
of Mexican coffee farmers
access to a fairer price for
their crop in return for
their worker-cooperative
meeting certain standards.
The Max Havelaar label was
soon replicated across Europe
and North America. The Fairtrade
Foundation was established in
the UK in 1992 by a group of NGOs
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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for their certification. By the end of 2017,
some 1.6 million workers and farmers in 76
developing countries were represented by
Fairtrade (Fairtrade International 2018).

Why do farmers join Fairtrade
schemes?
Global markets
Farmers in developing countries producing the commodities that many of us enjoy
daily (coffee, tea, cocoa) are in a precarious
position. The prices they receive on international exchange markets fluctuate because
levels of supply and demand vary at any given
time and because powerful investors profit
from price volatility. Often farmers are not
dealing directly on commodity markets, but
via an intermediary who may offer them a
low price for their crop.
Fluctuating prices make it very difficult
for farmers to be certain they can meet their
basic costs and invest in future crops. They
are participating in a global trading system
weighted in favour of large corporations
looking for low prices, and they must
compete with countries that pay their local
farmers large subsidies (or payments). On
top of this, climate change means weather
conditions are becoming more unpredictable,
making it difficult for some farmers to grow
and sustain their crops.

Certainty
Fairtrade does not claim to solve global
trade imbalances or suggest certification
is the answer to systemic poverty
caused by global supply chains.
What it offers is a way for some
producers in the developing
world to have certainty they
will receive a minimum price
for their product when sold
under Fairtrade terms, an
opportunity to invest in their
community, and training
in how to improve farming
practices and strengthen their
negotiating position.

Lobbying
At the same time, the Fairtrade
movement uses its position as a
trusted intermediary and NGO to lobby
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THE ADAM SMITH INSTITUTE
PUBLISHED A REPORT
CLAIMING FAIRTRADE
WAS NOT AN EFFECTIVE
MEANS OF PROMOTING
TRADE JUSTICE BECAUSE IT
ONLY HELPS A HANDFUL OF
FARMERS

international agencies, governments and
businesses to address structural causes of
unfair trade. It also works with consumers
to raise awareness so there is a market for
these products.

Why does trade matter?
It cannot have escaped your attention that
trade relations have been in the news a lot
recently, in relation to Brexit negotiations.
This is because a nation’s ability to trade
favourably with others is closely linked
to its economic prosperity. Trade plays an
important role in the process of development.
The total value of economic goods and
services produced in, and exchanged by, a
country provides a key economic indicator
The Fairtrade label ensures
certain environmental and
labour conditions are met
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of development. Trade between countries
highlights the interdependencies and
inequalities between places.
Giving producers fairer access to
international trading markets is a goal of
many international development agencies
because it can provide a route out of poverty by
increasing trade income. This is often preferred
over governmental aid because trade income
should encourage self-sufficiency rather than
dependency. However, achieving trade goals
has not been easy because of a number of
factors, including poor local infrastructure
(such as roads), lack of awareness of international exchange markets in poorer, remote
regions of the world, and the imposition of
tariffs on imports.
All these things make it difficult for
foreign producers to compete. Although
the World Trade Organization calls on its
members to end all tariffs and subsidies, this
requirement has not been reached, because
international trade is an incredibly complex
arena in which different actors compete in
the pursuit of their own interests.

Does Fairtrade work?
Free trade
The Fairtrade movement has come in for its
share of criticism over the years. For example,
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The Fairtrade movement has
convinced some consumers that
their choices can make a difference

certain standards and fair practices. What
is needed is:

‘

concerted action by states and other
global institutions — backed by
organised civil society and grassroots
movements — [...] to counteract the
harmful effects of global free trade and
economic activity

What role can governments
play?

in 2008, the think tank the Adam Smith
Institute published a report claiming fair
trade was not an effective means of promoting
trade justice because it only helps a handful
of farmers in developing countries. Instead,
the report maintained that free trade is ‘the
most effective poverty reduction strategy’ for
these nations (Sidwell 2008).
Advocates of free trade believe that
intervening in the global market is counterproductive because the greatest good is
achieved when individuals are left to pursue
their own self-interest. The Adam Smith
Institute has an ideological commitment to
the free market and argues that Fairtrade,
with its fixed minimum price and removal
of consumer choice, is a violation of these
principles. However, governments across the
globe do engage in central management of
their economies, protecting and promoting
their country’s interests — so free trade does
not really exist.

Better incomes?
The sociologist Daniel Jaffee (2007),
compared the conditions of two small
coffee-farming communities in Mexico,
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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one Fairtrade-certified and one not. He
found that although Fairtrade families were
somewhat better off than their non-Fairtrade
neighbours — for example they were less
indebted, their children had better education
and their homes were better furnished —
their incomes were almost equivalent.
Similarly, a study conducted by academics
from the School of African and Oriental
Studies (SOAS) on both Fairtrade-certified
and non-certified farms in Ethiopia and
Uganda across the coffee, tea and cut flower
industries found that Fairtrade certification
had ‘no positive effect on either wages or
working conditions of manual agricultural
wage workers’ (FTEPR 2014). It was their
conclusion that waged labourers do so
badly from Fairtrade because the scheme
consistently overlooks their existence and
instead focuses its attention on producers and
workers organised into cooperatives.
Although Fairtrade farmers and labourers
are not always economically better off than
their non-Fairtrade counterparts, Jaffee does
not believe that free trade systems would
perform better. Instead, he argues the market
must be regulated further, embedding

’

(Jaffee 2007)

An example of the important role state
intervention can play in reducing poverty
through both overseeing and opening-up
international trading markets is offered by
the case of coffee production in Vietnam
(Fridell 2014). In the early 1970s and 1980s,
the Vietnamese government promoted a
national coffee economy by offering cheaper
land, subsidised inputs, low-cost loans,
irrigation infrastructure and transport links
to help millions to become coffee farmers.
Vietnam is often accused of flooding the
market with low-quality coffee, bringing
down the global market price and harming
those farmers that Fairtrade certification
seeks to help. However, there is no denying
how important this strategy has been for
lifting some 2.6 million people (3.5 times the
number of certified-Fairtrade coffee farmers)
from poverty (Fridell 2014). Nevertheless,
this approach has not been without its critics
because of the consequences such intensive
farming is having on the natural environment,
with the over-use of fertilisers and the clearing
of land for mono-agriculture.

Consumer power
Given how complex international trade is,
you might be wondering whether consumers
have any role to play at all in making trade
fairer. The Fairtrade movement has been very
successful in mobilising consumer support

GIVEN HOW COMPLEX
INTERNATIONAL TRADE IS,
YOU MIGHT BE WONDERING
WHETHER CONSUMERS HAVE
ANY ROLE TO PLAY AT ALL IN
MAKING TRADE FAIRER
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for its version of trade justice. Its approach
relies on convincing consumers that their
choices have power — a message that fits well
with neo-liberal doctrines and the growing
sense that consumers are performing acts of
citizenship through their buying practices.
Even though Fairtrade champions the
everyday choices made by individuals,
its campaigns tend to work more at the
collective level of grassroots mobilisation
and procurement. Through campaigns like
Fairtrade Towns and Fairtrade Fortnight,
it engages local communities to support
its work politically (by signing petitions

and writing to MPs) and to demand that
institutional buying policies are switched to
Fairtrade-only.
For example, there are currently 635
Fairtrade Towns in the UK, each of which
has convinced their local council, local
businesses and community groups to switch
to Fairtrade options (often tea and coffee
at meetings), and are actively involved in
campaigning work (Fairtrade Fortnight 2020
will be about demanding a living income for
cocoa farmers). Getting consumers to buy and
use Fairtrade products is obviously a key part
of the Fairtrade mission, but it also uses the
public support these campaigns generate to
legitimise its role as an advocate of producer
rights. This consumer support then enables
it to lobby international agencies, businesses
and governments for broader structural
changes for fairer trade.

Some conclusions
With a proliferation of consumer labels
on the marketplace today, one of the key
challenges that Fairtrade faces is competition
from other certification schemes. We have
seen the supermarket giant Sainsbury’s move
away from Fairtrade-certified own-brand
tea to develop an in-house ‘Fairly Traded’
alternative and Cadbury’s have developed
their ‘Cocoa Life’ scheme instead of using
the Fairtrade label.
Fairtrade has been an important movement
for encouraging businesses to think carefully
about the ethics of their supply chains, and
the sheer number of consumer labels on the
marketplace today is testament to the success

FAIRTRADE HAS BEEN AN
IMPORTANT MOVEMENT
FOR ENCOURAGING
BUSINESSES TO THINK
CAREFULLY ABOUT THE
ETHICS OF THEIR SUPPLY
CHAINS

of organisations like Fairtrade (as well as
Rainforest Alliance and Utz). Indeed, the
Fairtrade Foundation has worked closely as
a consultant on Cadbury’s Cocoa Life scheme
to help ensure that some fair trade principles
are embedded into the scheme.
Nevertheless, the danger is that these
retailer and brand-led initiatives are selfcertified and so they are not subject to the
same level of scrutiny that a third-party
certification scheme offers. Going forward,
there is a continuing role for consumers and
civil society organisations to question and
hold to account these new schemes, as well
as engage in the political fight for developing
nations to achieve fairer trade deals overall.

Key points
■■

The author provides an explanation and
history of the Fairtrade movement, which
offers producers in developing nations a
fair minimum price for their products in
return for meeting certain standards.

■■

Supporters of Fairtrade argue that it is
better than aid as it encourages selfsufficiency among producers and offers
workers some protection.

■■

Critics of the scheme often take an
ideological stance, claiming that the
best way to reduce global poverty is
through free trade.

■■

However, the Fairtrade movement shows
how consumers can make ethical choices
in their purchases which can lead to
positive outcomes in the developing
world.

There are 635 Fairtrade
towns in the UK

Kathryn Wheeler is senior lecturer
in sociology at University of Essex
and author of Shopping for Justice?
Fair Trade and the Citizen-Consumer
(2012). She is currently working on
projects relating to moral economies
of consumption and sustainable
development.
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Muslim women
professionals and
‘glass chains’
Learn about a new term to describe how
Muslim women negotiate the competing
claims of career, faith and family

H

ow do women from ethnic minority
communities in Britain negotiate
the very different expectations
which operate at home and in public
spheres, including in higher level work
roles? Studies of British Pakistani Muslim
women professionals typically identify their
‘chronic underrepresentation’ in senior-level
positions. So-called ‘glass barriers’ to ethnic
minority women’s career advancement, some
researchers claim, are as impenetrable today
as they have been in the past.
Ethnic minority women managers occupy
less than 2% of FTSE board positions in the UK
and they suffer a higher wage gap compared to
other executives. They are also more likely to
be placed in high-risk roles — or ‘glass cliffs’
— thus encouraging their ultimate failure
(Broadbridge and Simpson 2011).

Glass chains
Much sociological work in this area has
discussed the impact of ‘glass ceilings’.
These are barriers erected in the workplace
that effectively limit the progress of ethnic
minority and other women. But a recent study
of British Muslim women in professional
career roles uses a new concept: ‘glass chains’.
The new term attempts to explain how such
women try to balance expectations at work
with the requirements of maintaining a
Muslim version of the ‘ethical self ’ — that
is, a woman who prioritises the moral
codes of religion and family by honouring
such values through self-regulating her
personal behaviour.
Arifeen and Gatrell (2019), in a recent
interview study with Muslim female
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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professionals, point out that British Pakistani
Muslim women were acutely aware, for
example, that engaging with influential
workplace networks and social activities was
very important for their career progression.
These women described networking and
socialising as: ‘a means of moving up’, ‘a way
of influencing the system’, ‘networks to feed
your career’. But such activity often came into
conflict with expectations of home life.

Networking
Networking with senior male colleagues
outside work, for example, evoked the ‘glass
chains’ of how Muslim women are expected
to interact with males outside family
relationships. To get on, such women had to
learn to socialise with men and be assertive
at work, because failure to do so could, they
believed, mark them out as ‘different’ and
‘not fitting in’, a barrier to career progression.
But balancing expectations at home and work
was always a highly delicate issue.
Arifeen and Gatrell (2019) point out that
Muslim women’s networking difficulties
often centred on concerns that being
around alcohol and alcohol drinkers might
compromise their personal vision of behaving
‘ethically’. A medical doctor, Mina, disliked
such situations, but she also recognised that
access to ‘old boy networks’ was crucial to
gaining ‘high-ranking’ jobs in medicine:
You need to go out with them in the
evening, you need to go to dinners,
you need to go to the conferences
and sit with them whilst they’re
getting drunk, ’cos that’s where all the
decisions are made.

‘You just don’t look right’
Some participants in the study mentioned
their fears regarding wearing the hijab, the
Muslim headscarf, at work. They stated that
it might be a barrier to career progression
because it had a stigma attached to it,
meaning that Muslim women might be
treated as ‘outsiders’ or ‘different’.
Hospital doctor Mahnaz, who wore the
hijab in line with her ‘ethical self’, failed to
gain a senior medical role. She was told at
interview: ‘Look, you know, we all know how
good you are — but you just don’t look right.’
In this sense, the hijab emphasised how
Muslim women were ‘not white enough’ to
be offered senior roles.
Arifeen and Gatrell (2019) argue that
understanding the impact of ‘glass chains’
could help organisations and businesses
develop a much better understanding of
Muslim women’s needs and careers.
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understanding data

Our national
experience of crime
Take a detailed look at trends in crime, as recorded by the CSEW and police

The CSEW
The annual Crime Survey for England and Wales
(CSEW, formerly British Crime Survey) produced in
October 2019 by the Office for National Statistics
(ONS) asks a sample of people aged 16 and over
living in households in those countries about their
experiences of crime in the last 12 months. These
experiences are then used to estimate national
levels of crime. Until recently, the survey did not
cover crimes against those aged under 16 years,

but since January 2009 a sample of children aged
10–15 years have also been interviewed. The core
adult sample is designed to be representative of the
population of households in England and Wales and
people living in those households. Some 35,000
households are now included in the survey. Due to
methodological changes to the handling of repeat
victimisation in the CSEW, the presentation of data
is not continuous.

Number of offences (thousands)

General trends
25,000

We’ve seen continued falls in
overall levels of crime over
recent decades

20,000
15,000
Rises in crime levels during
the 1990s were mainly due
to increases in violence,
vehicle crime and burglary.

10,000
5,000
0

Dec-84

Figure 1 Falling crime
trends (England and
Wales, year ending
December 1981 to year
ending June 2019)
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Despite the focus in elections and in the news about
fear of rising crime, most crime has actually been falling
since the mid-1990s, before stabilising in recent years.
Only recently has the CSEW collected data on fraud and
computer misuse (See Figure 1.)

16

Estimates both including and
excluding fraud and computer
misuse showed no significant
change from last year.

A survey of crime recorded by the police is also published
annually, producing rather lower totals and sometimes
suggesting different trends. But most sociologists argue
that asking people about their experience of being a crime
victim produces a more accurate picture of crime. Why do
you think that is the case?
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Crime types

Figure 2 The likelihood of being a victim of crime varies by crime
type (England and Wales, year ending June 2019)
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The ONS argues that figures on police-recorded crime give rather
more insight into the lower-volume but higher-harm violence that the
CSEW survey either does not cover or does not capture especially well.
These police-recorded data show: a 5% decrease in the number of
homicides, following a period of increases over the last 4 years; a 4%
increase in the number of police-recorded offences involving firearms;
and a 7% increase in the number of police-recorded offences involving
knives or sharp instruments.
So, can we trust the CSEW data on lower-level personal violence?
The data collected by the CSEW on reported violence by victims
shows a pretty steady downward trend. That pattern seems to be
confirmed by research on hospital data of victims of violence collected
by academics at the Crime and Security Research institute at Cardiff
University. (See Figure 3.) Whichever way one looks at it, and although
fear of crime is always an issue, lower-level violent crime seems
persistently to be falling too.

2002

%

100

Violent crime

Annual violent incidents per 100 population (CSEW data)

This overall trend in falling crime hides variations seen in individual crime
types. The latest CSEW suggests that eight in ten adults in England and
Wales did not experience any of the crimes asked about in the survey
in the previous 12 months. This figure has remained stable since the
introduction of fraud and computer misuse offences into the CSEW. The
CSEW estimates that around one in ten children aged 10–15 years were
victims of at least one crime in the latest year. It is much more likely these
days for an adult in England and Wales to experience fraud, rather than
a violent offence (See Figure 2.) However, the likelihood of victimisation
also varies by personal and household characteristics. You may want to
consider some of the likely key factors here.
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Figure 3 Trends in violence in England and Wales
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Exploring gender
and religion
The cases of Mormonism and Wicca

Laura Vance

Religion and gender are often closely intertwined. What are
the differing roles for women in Mormonism and Wicca?

Exam links
■■

Religion

■■

Patriarchy

R

eligion is an institution that connects
everyday meaning to overarching,
even divine, explanations. It
therefore plays a critical role in defining,
legitimising, and sometimes challenging,
gender roles. Sex, reproduction and the
socialisation of children are crucial to any
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society, and all cultures seek to influence
these by providing gender expectations for
people to follow.
Gender roles are typically taught in
a variety of contexts. However, because
religion is tasked with answering questions
of ultimate meaning, religious ideas about
gender are more likely to be presented and
internalised as the truth. We learn about
who we are and our place in the world from,
and through, institutions. However religion,
as the site of ultimate meaning, plays a
key role in creating and reinforcing ideas
about gender.

Some modern religions have been criticised
for limiting opportunities for women.
Examples include the 15-million-member
Southern Baptist Convention rejecting
women’s ordination, or the Fundamentalist
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (FLDS) promoting the marriages of
young girls to men. Despite this, women
participate more in religion than men.
Worldwide, women ‘constitute the majority
of participants in religious activities and
institutions’ (Braude 1997).
This article explores women’s roles in two
quite different religions: Mormonism and
Sociology Review April 2020
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Box 1

A useful glossary

While ‘sex’ typically refers to biological
differences, ‘gender’ denotes social,
psychological and cultural distinctions
between men and women.
Sociologists define ‘institutions’ differently,
but most see them as complex and patterned
ways of meeting some essential social
need. Robert Maclver defines institutions as
established forms or conditions of procedure
characteristic of group activity.
‘Polygamy’ is a term used to describe a
marriage in which a person of either sex is
married to multiple people of the other sex
at the same time. It includes both polygyny
— when a man is married to multiple
women — and polyandry, when a woman
is married to multiple men. Joseph Smith
married some women who were already
married to other men, which is why most
sociologists refer to him as a polygamist,
rather than a polygynist.
‘Charisma’, as defined by Max Weber, is a
quality that sets an individual apart from
ordinary people. Catherine Wessinger
notes that religious, charismatic leadership
emerges from the relationship between the
leader and followers. Followers’ conceptions
of the leader are as important to charisma
as the qualities that reside in the individual.
‘Rites of passage’ are ritualised ceremonies
that allow a person to transition from one
stage of life to another.
‘The sacred’ is a concept associated
with Durkheim. He noted that societies
distinguish between the profane, or the
ordinary, and the sacred, those things that
are extraordinary. He believed that the
sacred was the domain of religion.

Wicca. These examples show some of the
ways in which religion constructs gender and
connects gender ideals to beliefs about the
divine and the cosmos.

The origins of Mormonism
Mormonism — the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints — was officially organised
on 6 April 1830. The movement coalesced
around a charismatic leader, Joseph Smith,
who was in his mid-20s when he published the
Book of Mormon. He claimed it was an account
of a family that had travelled by boat from the
Middle East to the Americas in around 600
BCE. Within a few years of organising what
would come to be called Mormonism, Smith
began to develop novel ideas about women’s
place in religion and the afterlife.
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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Mormon demonstration in
favour of polygamy, 1879

Polygamy
Historians provide evidence that by the 1830s
Smith had begun to practise polygamy: he
married his first and only legal wife, Emma,
in 1827, and by 1837, Oliver Cowdery, a close
associate of Smith’s, suspected him of having
an affair with Fanny Alger, who worked as
a household servant for Joseph and Emma.
Though Smith and other Mormon leaders
denied it, rumours of polygamy spread to
communities near Mormon settlements, and
helped create conflict between Mormons and
their non-Mormon neighbours.
Sometimes, tensions surrounding Mormon
polygamy became so pronounced that
Mormons were targeted with violence, and
would resettle in new areas. One of these
was Nauvoo, Illinois, where a Mormon
community was established in 1839 in what
was previously the small town of Commerce.
Here, Joseph Smith owned a brick store in
the centre of town, the second storey of
which was dedicated to religious matters,
including the elaboration of rituals for
polygamous marriages.
Polygamy was a closely guarded secret
that Smith shared only with his most trusted
advisors, and historians are uncertain how
many women he married. Most place the
number at somewhere between 30 and 50. In
Nauvoo, as Smith continued to marry more
women, he developed religious ceremonies in
which initiates were washed, anointed with
oil, and then dressed in a sacred garment.
Participants swore an oath of secrecy, and
each received a secret name and learned hand
gestures that would permit them to enter
heaven at death.

POLYGAMY WAS A CLOSELY
GUARDED SECRET THAT
SMITH SHARED ONLY
WITH HIS MOST TRUSTED
ADVISORS, AND HISTORIANS
ARE UNCERTAIN HOW MANY
WOMEN HE MARRIED

In addition to these elaborate rituals,
Smith developed a theology that included
three levels of heaven, and taught followers
that polygamous marriage — with the secret
rituals it entailed — was necessary to enter the
highest of these levels: the Celestial Kingdom.
Smith’s theology extended to include the idea
that polygamous marriages could last beyond
death, and that men and women might
someday become like gods and goddesses.

The Relief Society
This was a period of intense religious
experience and innovation, and women
participated in novel and unexpected ways.
Mormon women anointed and laid hands
on the sick for healing and conferred and
sealed blessings on children, rituals that
modern Mormon women are forbidden
from performing. Indeed, an independent
organisation for women, the Relief Society,
was created around the same time that Joseph
Smith shared the practice of polygamy with his
wife Emma and close associates in the 1840s.
The organisation was financially independent and selected its own leaders, including
Emma Smith, who was unanimously elected
president by women at the organisation’s
founding meeting in March of 1842. Minutes
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Mormon missionaries today

from that meeting record Smith telling the
women: ‘I now turn the key to you in the name
of God.’ The significance of this language is
profound, and some modern historians see
Smith’s words as evidence that early Mormon
women held the priesthood.

Abandoning polygamy
Despite inspiring some of the most original
beliefs and practices of the young religion,
polygamy ultimately proved too controversial.
After Joseph Smith’s assassination by a mob
in 1844, Latter-day Saints fled Nauvoo and
settled in the Utah Territory, where members
practised polygamy. Church leaders publicly
acknowledged the practice in 1852. The
announcement attracted national derision
in the press, as well as the ire of the US
government, which threatened to seize all
of the church’s assets, following the passage
of the 1887 Edmunds-Tucker Act. By 1890,
under enormous pressure, church leaders
officially abandoned polygamy.

The transformation of
Mormonism
After Mormonism abandoned polygamy,
the religion underwent a transformation
by which, during the twentieth century,
it became far more similar to mainstream
American Protestantism. Elements of
belief and practice that had distinguished
Latter-day Saints were modified, so that
Mormons looked and sounded more like
other Protestants.
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Sociologists often argue that new religions
tend to accommodate mainstream positions
over time. The religions which are most
successful in maintaining and attracting
new members, balance retaining enough
distinction that practitioners feel a sense of
the sacred and heightened emotion, without
being so unusual as to be off-putting to
potential converts or too embarrassing to
its members.

Narrow roles for women
Whereas early Mormon women healed the
sick, independently controlled finances for
their own organisation, and advocated for
the vote in Utah, as Mormonism adapted to
its larger socio-historical context, Mormon
women’s roles were limited. By the 1940s and
1950s Mormon leaders, like others in those
decades, defined women’s responsibilities
very narrowly. Women, especially white,
middle- and upper-class women, were to
marry a man, have children, and care for
the home and family. Even women who
worked outside the domestic realm saw their
opportunities limited, as these expectations
narrowed the types of job considered

AS MORMONISM ADAPTED
TO ITS LARGER SOCIOHISTORICAL CONTEXT,
MORMON WOMEN’S ROLES
WERE LIMITED

appropriate for working women —
secretaries, teachers, librarians, nurses
— and served to depress pay in those
‘women’s’ jobs.
The 1960s and 1970s saw the rise of
the modern feminist movement, which
opened higher education, professions,
politics and other domains to women.
As more religions took steps to ordain
women in the 1970s and 1980s,
however, Mormon leaders resisted.
Today, access to Mormon religious
authority is held by those ordained to
the priesthood, which is conferred on
virtually all Mormon males by the age
of 12. Boys and men hold the priesthood
and lead in families, congregations and
the church as a whole, while girls and
women are there to support boys and
men in their leadership.
Priesthood holders perform rites
of passage, such as baptising a child or
marrying a couple in a Mormon temple,
rituals and ceremonies that are believed
to be necessary to access the Celestial Kingdom
in the afterlife. Indeed, while Mormonism
long ago rejected polygamy, belief in three
kingdoms of heaven and in eternal marriage
remain central to Mormonism, and girls and
women depend on men to perform the rituals
necessary to attain these.

The Wicca religion
Origin
Whereas Mormon women have confronted
a narrowing of their religious expectations
over the lifetime of their religion, Wicca
provides an example of a religion created
by a man that continues to centre on the
feminine. Although some practitioners of
Wicca claim the religion has ancient roots,
English historian Ronald Hutton (1999)

Exam-style questions
1 Outline and explain two ways in which
some religious practices can be said to be
gendered in favour of men. (AQA-style,
10 marks. Hint: You can take your examples
from the article, or use others you have
studied.)
2 Analyse two reasons why women in
particular may be drawn to the Wiccan
or other neo-pagan religions. (AQA-style
question, 10 marks. Hint: Possible reasons
could include creativity, concern for the
environment, rituals and celebration of
the feminine.)
Sociology Review April 2020
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WICCA PROVIDES AN
EXAMPLE OF A RELIGION
CREATED BY A MAN THAT
CONTINUES TO CENTRE ON
THE FEMININE

demonstrates that Gerald B. Gardner (1884–
1964) originated Wicca. Gardner claimed
to have been initiated into the New Forest
coven of witches at Christchurch, Hampshire
in England. After England’s 1951 repeal of
its last laws banning witchcraft, Gardner
published books, including Witchcraft Today
(1954), which attracted others to Wicca.
Gardner’s publications drew from a
variety of sources, including the work of
British anthropologist Margaret Murray
(1863–1963), and they laid out a system of
belief that privileged female fertility, the
celebration of seasonal cycles, and magic.
Two of Gardner’s early initiates, Rosemary
Buckland and Raymond Buckland, are
credited with bringing Wicca to the USA in
the 1960s. In the US, in particular, Wicca
is influenced by both the feminist and
environmental movements.

Practice
Unlike Mormonism, Wicca lacks a formal
overarching organisation. Gardner
encouraged Wiccans to be trained and
initiated in 13-person covens, secret groups
made up of a high priestess and priest, and
additional initiates. Increasingly, however,
Wiccans practise individually, as solitary
practitioners, and even covens vary greatly in
size and composition. Popularisation of ‘the
craft’ in films, television and books, as well as
via online publications and social media, has
contributed to the growth of Wicca, which is
now the largest neo-pagan religious group.
Wicca today is diverse, and there are many
varied forms.
Wicca has no single prophet, no national
or international governing body, and many
Wiccans reject any form of external religious
authority. Instead, Wicca is typically practised
as a nature-based religion that privileges the
feminine and celebrates the web of life and
the cycle of seasons. Wiccans often celebrate
the Goddess and the horned God, who
may be understood either metaphorically
or literally.
The Goddess is associated with the
feminine divine and represented by the moon,

Box 2

Mormons and Wiccans
The rate of growth of Mormonism has
slowed in recent decades, from 6.19%
annually in 1990 to 2.94% in 2000 to 2.1%
in 2018. Mormons are found around the
world, but they are concentrated in the
western USA, especially in Utah, Idaho,
Oregon and Washington. Today there are
more than 16 million Mormons worldwide.
Results of the Pagan Census indicate that
Wicca is the largest neo-pagan religion,
though the overall number of Wiccans
remains small. Those who identify as Wiccans
reside mostly in the UK and the USA. The
2015 Pew Research Center’s religious
landscape study puts the percentage of those
who identify as ‘New Age’ in the USA at
only 0.4% of the population and notes that
‘reliable estimates of the number of Wiccans
around the world are not available’.

while the horned God is symbolised by the
sun. Wiccans celebrate seasonal changes, as
represented by the Goddess giving birth to the
horned god at Yule on 21 December, becoming

A Wiccan coven
practising a ritual
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WICCA IS AN EXPERIENTIAL
RELIGION, ONE THAT
EMPHASISES CREATIVITY
AND INNOVATION

his companion at Beltane on 1 May,
and dying to ensure fertility of crops at
Samhain on 31 October, as well as at five
other seasonal Sabbats (holy days).
Sabbats are often celebrated within
a coven, and they begin following
meditation or ‘centring’ to prepare for
the ritual, as the high priestess and high
priest call the four cardinal directions
using an athame, a ritual knife. Wiccan
celebrations occur in everyday spaces
rather than synagogues, churches or
mosques, and so this process helps to
sacralise these other spaces.
Wicca is a tradition rich in rituals, and
after the circle is cast, Wiccans may dance
around the maypole, call back the distant
sun in winter, perform magic, dance
around a bonfire, or enact other rites to
mark the season and venerate nature.
Esbats are also celebrated, in
conjunction with lunar changes, often at
a full moon. Lunar cycles represent the
triple Goddess: the new moon symbolises
the maid, the full moon the mother, and the
waning moon the crone. At Esbats, Wiccans
may dance, drum and chant to raise energy
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Wiccans may also
practise alone and
are encouraged to
create their own
ceremonies

and achieve a euphoric state, and may direct
the heightened energy produced to create a
transformation through magic.
Wiccans may also practise magic by
focusing the mind through meditation, using
visualisation, and in other ways through
which energy is used to create transformation.
Wicca is an experiential religion, one that
emphasises creativity and innovation. While
making sacred the feminine and nature are
common elements, the exact manifestations
of these vary. Rituals may follow the broad
outlines laid out by others in publications
and web pages, but Wicca encourages
practitioners to create personalised rites of
passage, design individual altars, write their
own incantations for magic, and so on.

Conclusion
Mormonism and Wicca are quite distinctive
religious practices: Mormonism encourages
adherence to religious doctrine, while
Wicca encourages innovation, including
use of magic to promote transformation.
Mormonism has a well-developed hierarchy
of ordained men who lead at every level of
organisation, while Wicca rejects hierarchy
and celebrates the feminine divine.

Despite their clear differences, both
religions connect ideas about gender to overarching explanations, and each therefore
plays a critical role of interest to sociologists
in defining gender roles for their adherents.

Key points
■■

Worldwide, women adhere to, and
participate in, religion to a greater
extent than men.

■■

However, different religions have very
different views regarding appropriate
roles for women.

■■

Using the example of two religions,
Mormonism and Wicca, this article
shows how these religions construct
gender, and how this is then linked to
ideas about the sacred and the cosmos.

Laura Vance is professor of sociology
at Brevard College in Brevard, North
Carolina. She is the author of Women
in New Religions, and numerous articles
on gender and religion.
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Does it matter what
children read?
Are all forms of reading equally
beneficial to children?

E

ducational research has constantly
shown that regular reading is
beneficial for children. The acquisition
of good reading skills is linked to improved
language skills and higher levels of academic
achievement generally.
An interesting question, though, is whether
it matters what children read. Or are all forms
of reading material equally beneficial? This
question was researched recently using data
drawn from the OECD’s 2015 PISA study
(Programme for International Student
Assessment). PISA studies are conducted
every 3 years and test 15-year-olds from all
over the world on maths, science and literacy.
The 2015 study asked students how regularly
they read the following types of text:
■ fiction books
■ non-fiction books
■ newspapers
■ magazines
■ comic books

The research
The researchers examined how the frequency
with which young people read different types
of material was linked to their PISA scores.
Importantly, the analysis controlled for a
variety of other factors which might exert
an influence, such as gender, socioeconomic
status and level of school attendance. They
then looked at how PISA scores differed
between teenagers reading each type of text
regularly (almost every day) and those who
almost never read that type of text.

The findings
The results showed that the reading scores
of those who frequently read non-fiction
books, newspapers, magazines and comics
were not significantly higher than those
of teenagers who did not read such texts.
However, those young people who regularly
read fiction books or novels scored around 26
points higher on the PISA reading test than
those who did not read that type of book. The
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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difference is large — according to the OECD
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development) it represents the equivalent of
an additional 10 months of schooling.
The researchers then looked at whether it
was simply that those reading novels read for
a greater amount of time than those reading
other types of material. Interestingly, the
analysis showed no evidence that this was the
case. The so-called ‘fiction effect’ was just as
strong when teenagers’ total weekly reading
time was taken into account.

The way forward
The authors conclude that parents and
teachers should encourage young people to
engage with novels and other lengthy fictional
texts that would involve deep reading for
sustained periods of time. They point out that
this is likely to be particularly important for
boys from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
— those identified as reading novels the least,
and who also have comparatively low levels
of reading skills.
However, a report published by ITV in
October 2019 revealed that only 87% of
schools in England, Wales and Northern
Ireland now have a dedicated library space,
while 13% (about one in eight schools) do
not. The report was based on a survey of 1,750
schools across the three countries.
Schools in England were most likely to
have a library (90%). The figure is 67% in
Wales and just 57% in Northern Ireland.
Overall, primary schools were less likely
(86%) to have a library than secondary
schools (96%), and in many cases libraries
were used as classrooms and meeting rooms
rather than for their original purpose.
The survey also showed differences
between schools in richer and poorer areas.

Using the incidence of the number of pupils
eligible for free school meals (FSM) as an
indicator of poverty, it was found that 91%
of schools in which the number of FSM pupils
was between 0–9% had a library. This fell to
81% among schools where between 25–49%
of pupils were eligible for FSM, and 56%
where more than half of pupils were eligible.

Conclusion
Taking these two pieces of research together
raises the important issue of cultural capital.
Pupils from higher socioeconomic families,
particularly where parents are highly
educated, are potentially more likely to have
access to, and be encouraged to read, lengthy
novels and other works of fiction.
For those not so fortunate, a well-stocked
school library can help to redress the balance.
In addition, many public libraries, which
might make up the shortfall, are also closing.
The findings discussed here have important
implications both for social mobility and
the UK’s position in the world’s educational
league tables.
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The role of
discourse in
social theory
The work of Michel Foucault
David Abbott

24

SocRev_29i4 print.indd 24

Social theorists are talking more and more about ‘discourses’.
But what are they, and why are they so useful?
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Exam links
■■

Sociological theory

■■

Education

■■

Social policy

I

n this article, I want to look at the
important idea of ‘discourse’, one of the
key concepts developed by the French
theorist Michel Foucault (1926–84). I apply
the concept to the analysis of education
policies. You may feel that you have more
than enough sociological theories to deal
with as it is, and A-level textbooks only devote
a few pages to Foucault’s work. However, this
article aims to convince you that there are
several good reasons for finding out a little
more about Foucault.
For a start, if you plan to go on to study
almost any subject in the arts and humanities
or the social sciences at university, you are
very likely to hear Foucault’s name mentioned
in lectures or find references to his work on
your reading lists. So, it is not a bad idea to
dip your toe into the water and get a head
start on this topic.
Second, as Foucault takes a very critical
approach to the theories of society you will
have learnt about, he gives you a way to
evaluate the modernist theorists sociologists
usually discuss. As all A-level sociology
students know, evaluating theories and
concepts will get you a higher mark. Even if
you reject Foucault’s concepts, learning about
them and using them critically will enable
you to make your own arguments stronger.

ONE STRAIGHTFORWARD
WAY TO LOOK AT FOUCAULT
IS TO SEE HIM SIMPLY AS A
CRITIC OF MARXISM

Putting Foucault’s work in
context
The best way to introduce any thinker is to
point out where they came from and when
they were working. At the peak of his career,
Foucault was professor of the history of
systems of thought at the Collège de France
in Paris, and his academic interests and
background were in philosophy and the
history of philosophy. This explains why
some of Foucault’s concepts can seem very
abstract — he was not a sociologist.
The second point to mention is that
Foucault was working at a time when there
was considerable disagreement about the
validity of Marxism. You may feel, just on
the basis of these two details, that Foucault
seems to have potential to become very
complicated, very quickly. You could be
right to feel that way — Foucault can be a
challenge to understand. However, this brief
sketch also indicates that one straightforward
way to look at Foucault is to see him simply
as a critic of Marxism.
Foucault’s main beef with Marxism is
that it was too crude. Foucault did not like
the way that, as he saw it, Marxism always
boiled down (or reduced) complex social
relationships and saw them as the result of
simple economic causes. Where Marx saw
the world in terms of economic concepts,
Foucault preferred to look at the role of ideas
and systems of knowledge — or what he
called ‘discourse’.

What is discourse?
So, what exactly is discourse and why did
Foucault think it was so important? In
ordinary English, discourse is just a noun
that refers to communication in speech or in
writing. To use it in this way is now perhaps
rather unusual and formal — it is very highlevel language.
It might help here to think back to Basil
Bernstein’s idea of ‘elaborated code’. To refer
to a ‘discourse’ is to use an elaborated code.
Unfortunately explaining discourse also gets
a bit more complicated because Foucault
wants ‘discourse’ to mean something
a bit different from the more common
language meanings.
For Foucault, discourse is not just language,
it is rather the power and knowledge that is
expressed in and through language. So, for
Foucault, to talk about discourses is to talk
about the different sets of knowledge and the
ways of thinking that can be observed in a
society. The concept, as Foucault uses it, goes
even further than this: knowledge also has an
impact on our social practices — the ways we
act and behave.
This means Foucault is using ‘discourse’ in
a very particular way. When sociologists and
theorists invent or find difficult words and
give them particular meanings, part of our
job, as students and teachers, is to investigate
critically what they are doing.
Foucault’s view was that any society will
contain lots of different discourses and
it is the job of researchers to identify and
study them. However, he put particular
emphasis on the point that some of the most
important discourses in modern societies
are in the ‘human sciences’, a term which
includes sciences such as biology, but also
the social sciences.
So, if the idea of ‘knowledge’ seems rather
abstract, we can simplify it and say that

Where Marx sees
power as a class
struggle, Foucault
suggests that power
is given to experts
promoting their own
field of knowledge
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Foucault is really just referring to what we
would call today ‘subjects’ or ‘disciplines’,
such as science, medicine, law or sociology.
And of course, these subjects all develop their
own jargon or language.

Applying discourse to education
We can see how this idea about discourse
works in practice by applying it to the topic of
education and education policies. Foucault’s
approach suggests that we will find different
ways of speaking and thinking about
education and different educational practices
whenever there are different discourses.

Historical discourses about
education
To understand the discourses of the present,
Foucault argues that we have to see how
they have developed through history. For
example, in general terms, we can see a shift
in the discourse of education from medieval
times (before the fourteenth century) to the
so-called ‘Renaissance’ (from the fourteenth
to sixteenth century). In the medieval period,
education was based around a very abstract
style of religious and philosophical knowledge,
known as ‘medieval scholasticism’.

From the time of the Renaissance, however,
the discourse of education gradually shifted
to a focus on what were seen to be more
relevant human needs and values. Over this
broad period, the discourse — what counted
as knowledge — changed. As this happened,
so social practices changed and so, too, the
educational curriculum and the way in which
it was taught.

Modern discourses about education
Foucault argues that sometime around the
eighteenth century, the discourse changed
again and authoritative forms of knowledge
became dominated by the idea of science and
the goal of developing scientific laws. This
shift also saw people starting to apply science
and scientific methods to government. In
fact, government came to be seen as a way
of devising the best and most scientific
way to ensure the efficient management of
populations.
This is very different from a Marxist
approach. Foucault was not particularly
interested in class and did not really believe
that there is such a thing as a ‘class struggle’.
Neither did he believe that the state is the
most important institution in society. From

FOUCAULT’S THEORY
SUGGESTS THAT
COMPULSORY STATE
EDUCATION WAS THE
RESULT OF A CHANGED
DISCOURSE

Foucault’s perspective, the rise of compulsory
state education in industrial societies in
the nineteenth century is not best seen, as
Marxists see it, as a project undertaken by the
capitalist class to ensure the reproduction of
labour power and to keep the working class
in their place.
In contrast, Foucault’s theory suggests that
compulsory state education was the result of
a changed discourse — and let us remember,
that means changes in the systems of thought
and the practices that go with this change.
In this process, many different groups of
experts and expert knowledge were involved,
and Foucault pointed out that many of these
groups developed outside of state institutions.
The development of state education,
for example, was a process influenced
by educationalists, psychologists and

Modern educational discourse has led to a
rise in testing and league tables
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economists. Foucault argued that such people
were not capitalists. They were ‘middle class’,
but for Foucault this does not mean that they
acted on the basis of some ‘common interest’,
either to subjugate the working class, or to
promote the economic interests of capitalists.
Rather, their ‘interests’ — or those of at
least some of them — were in pursuing the
promotion of their own expert knowledge.

Two discourses of education
1944
Foucauldians (the name for those using
Foucault’s concepts) could apply the concept
of discourse and this general approach to
the educational policies you have studied
at A-level. For example, the 1944 Education
Act and the tripartite system created three
types of school — grammar, technical and
secondary — for three supposedly different
types of student (‘academic’, ‘technical’ and
‘practical’). A Foucauldian would point out
that this was a scheme based on the ‘expert
knowledge’ of educational psychologists,
such as Cyril Burt, whose work on intelligence
led to the development of the ’11-plus’ test.

Neo-liberalism
Another example of education policy
explained in Foucauldian terms could be the
neo-liberal (market-driven) policies pursued
since the late 1980s. Contemporary Marxists,
such as Rikowski (see in Green 2008), claim
that these policies are the result of economic
globalisation and the increasingly intense
competition between rival capitalist nationstates. Foucauldians offer a different view.
In the UK, politicians from right across the
political spectrum (Conservative and Labour
governments) have adopted the discourse of
management theory and economics experts
and applied it to education policy. In this
task, politicians have been helped by the work
of educationalists, ‘school improvement’
experts, educational administrators (civil
servants and Ofsted inspectors), and
headteachers and senior teachers.
A Foucauldian approach would therefore
argue that neo-liberal education policies are
not the result of the coordinated action of
NEO-LIBERAL EDUCATION
DISCOURSE HAS COACHED
A POPULATION INTO THE
PRACTICES OF MEASURING
EXAM RESULTS, SCHOOL
PERFORMANCE AND MAKING
LEAGUE TABLES
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a capitalist class. A Foucauldian approach
would challenge the Marxist view which
assumes, first, that capitalists control the state
and second, that all capitalists have the same
views about education policy.
These examples also show us that
discourses have an impact on social practices.
The 1944 Education Act led to the practice of
the 11-plus exam and the creation of separate
schools for different types of student. Neoliberal education discourse, with its focus
on efficiency, excellence and quality, has
coached a population into the practices of
measuring exam results, school performance
and making league tables.
Discourses are, therefore, very powerful
methods of disciplining people. Foucauldians
would say that discourses are performative
— that is, they make us perform or act in
a certain way. The next time you check a
school or university ranking in a ‘league
table’, you too are acting in a performative
way. You have learnt (from the established
discourse) that there is a ‘truth’ about ‘good’
and ‘bad’ educational institutions, and that
you can find this ‘truth’ in the statistics
created by experts.

Concluding points
For Foucault, then, the power of expert
discourse is the most characteristic and
pervasive feature of modern societies:
The judges of normality are present
everywhere. We are in the society of
the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge,
the educator-judge, the social workerjudge; it is on them that the universal
reign of the normative is based; and
each individual, wherever he may find
himself, subjects to it his body, his
gestures, his behaviour, his aptitudes,
his achievements. (Foucault 1983)

This observation distinguishes Foucault’s
approach from Marxist and functionalist
theory and provides an alternative view of
knowledge. Foucault would consider both
of these to be positivist theories. In his view,
the development of the human and social
sciences does not reveal the laws governing
social processes leading us towards greater
freedom; rather, it leads to knowledge being
used to control people.
However, while Foucault’s theories offer a
fresh and challenging approach, they are not
immune to criticism. Three brief points can
be made here:
■ Foucault may have underestimated the
importance of the state: experts may create

knowledge but ultimately it is the state that
makes the rules about education.
■ It is unclear from his work whether some
discourses are more powerful than others
and if so, why.
■ Foucault claims that discourses shape all
our thought and behaviour — it is impossible
to think ‘outside’ discourse. Yet he is claiming
to be able to see through discourse to the
truth. This seems contradictory.
For sure, Foucault presents a fresh
perspective and a contrast to Marxist and
other approaches. However, we should
remember that we do not necessarily have to
choose between Foucault and Marx. In real
life, researchers often adapt and use concepts
from different theories, and it can be difficult
to categorise some researchers into easily
identifiable theoretical schools.
Theories simply give us conceptual tools
to think about society and societal relations.
Discourse is perhaps, although not without
problems, a particularly interesting and
useful tool.
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Key points
■■

This article provides a clear explanation
of what Foucault meant by ‘discourse’
and also indicates some of the ways
in which his views differed from those
of Marx.

■■

Using education as an example, the
author looks at how the policies of
the tri-partite system reflected the
discourses and expertise of educational
psychologists, whereas the neo-liberal
policies introduced from the 1980s
adopt the discourse of management
theory.

■■

Finally, there are some criticisms
of Foucault’s views, which provide
useful material for showing the skill
of evaluation.

David Abbott is a PhD candidate at the
University of East Anglia.
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Religion,
masculinities
and citizenship
The politics of belonging
Line Nyhagen

How do white, middle-class heterosexual Christian
men express their masculinity and understand the
relationship between citizenship and religion?

Exam links
■■

Religion

■■

Culture and identity

C

itizenship is about one’s status, rights
and obligations, such as the rights to
a passport and to vote, and the duty
to pay your taxes. But citizenship also has to
do with everyday life and the opportunities
and barriers people face in education, work,
family life, intimate relations and leisure
time, and in relation to health and wellbeing.
Feminist theory discusses citizenship
as ‘lived practice’ in everyday life, and
foregrounds the idea that identities,
emotions, belonging, participation and care
are central aspects of a ‘lived citizenship’
(Lister 2003). Approaching citizenship in
such a comprehensive way, religion is one of
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the issues that sociologists can examine in
terms of its potential to produce resources for
or barriers to citizenship.
Such resources and barriers may relate
to the status of specific religions in society
and to the everyday experiences of religious
individuals and groups. For example, both
Muslims and Jews in the UK are currently
experiencing rising levels of religious
hatred and discrimination, often labelled as
Islamophobia and anti-Semitism. (See Box 1.)

Religion as a resource or barrier
Acts of religious hatred and discrimination
are unlawful, and can make victims feel
marginalised in society. They can make
it difficult for religious individuals and
groups to participate in society on a par
with others, as their sense of belonging is
undermined. Muslim women who wear
the headscarf or face veil, for example,
experience discrimination in educational

settings, workplaces, the media, politics and
on public transport.
At the same time, the Islamic faith
provides Muslim women with emotional

Box 1

Islamophobia and
anti-Semitism
‘Islamophobia’ refers to ‘dread or
hatred of Islam [and] to fear or dislike
all or most Muslims’ (Runnymede
Trust). The Runnymede Trust defines
Islamophobia as ‘anti-Muslim racism’
(www.runnymeadetrust.org).
‘Anti-semitism’ ‘is a certain perception
of Jews, which may be expressed as
hatred towards Jews’ (International
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance).
It is usually directed towards
Jewish individuals and institutions
(www.holocaustremembrance.com).
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strength, opportunities to participate,
and a sense of communal belonging. In
comparison, Christian women might face less
overt forms of discrimination in society due
to their religion, but they may still experience
gendered barriers to equal citizenship
(Nyhagen 2015). For example, women cannot
be ordinated as priests within the Catholic
church. Religion can therefore function as
both a resource and a barrier to citizenship.
Sociological research often examines
marginalised groups, and generally pays
less attention to privileged groups. In terms
of religion, citizenship and gender, it is
important to study different religions, as
well as different groups of people within
religions in terms of their gender, race, sexual
orientation, age and disability. The Equality
Act 2010 prohibits discrimination and seeks
to reduce disadvantage stemming from any
of these characteristics.

parliamentary privilege in that 26 Anglican
bishops have seats in the House of Lords
(the upper house of the UK Parliament).
The UK government also funds thousands
of faith schools, most of which are Anglican
or Catholic.
At the same time, Christianity is undergoing significant changes in the UK. There
is a long-term decline in religious belief
and affiliation, with fewer people identifying as Christian and more UK people reporting that they have ‘no religion’ (ONS 2012).
These changes have led the sociologist Linda
Woodhead (2016) to declare ‘no religion’ as
‘the new cultural norm’ in Britain.
However, Britain is also a multicultural
society characterised by religious plurality,
alongside increasing secularism. In a context
of religious and cultural change, how
do Christians in the UK understand and
experience citizenship in everyday life?

Changes in the religious and
secular landscape

A case study

In the UK, Christianity has a long history
and enjoys a privileged status. The Anglican
and Presbyterian churches are the ‘official
religions’, and the Church of England enjoys
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This case study examines links between
Christian faith, masculinities and citizenship
among a group of white, middle-class,
heterosexual Christian men in the East
Midlands. The participants in the study are an

Box 2

Research methods

This case study is based on semi-structured
interviews with 21 middle-class men aged
35–73, who self-identify as Christian and
who regularly attend church services.
They also have volunteer roles in the
Anglican church.
The men were recruited using snowball
sampling, where initial participants from
local churches were asked to suggest further
participants. The interviews were recorded,
transcribed and then coded for key themes.
As is usual practice in sociological research,
pseudonyms have been used to protect the
participants’ identities.

under-researched group. They are, however, a
relatively privileged group in comparison with
groups of men who may be disadvantaged
due to their race, sexual orientation, work
status or adherence to a minority religion (or
a combination of these factors). (See Box 2.)

Several respondents linked Christianity
with being a good citizen, for example
volunteering in a food bank
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Masculinities
The study examines whether the interviewed
men experience opportunities or barriers to
citizenship stemming from their religious
faith. It also discusses whether and how
they mobilise different forms of masculinity
in their talk about religious faith and
citizenship. For example:
■ An instrumentalist understanding of
masculinity emphasises ‘aggression, strength
and rationality’ as masculine qualities. As
such, it has an affinity with ‘masculine’
understandings of citizenship as concerning
status, rights and duties.
■ An
expressive understanding of
masculinity, on the other hand, emphasises
‘responsiveness, sensitivity and emotionalism’
(Bartkowski 2000). With its emphasis on
interpersonal relations and care for others,
an expressive understanding of masculinity
resonates with feminist conceptualisations of
citizenship in everyday life.

‘I THINK CITIZENSHIP IS
TRYING TO LIVE A GOOD
LIFE AND GETTING ON
WITH YOUR NEIGHBOURS,
GETTING ON WITH
EVERYBODY’
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What it means to be a good citizen
The men were asked what the word
‘citizenship’ meant to them, and what a
‘good citizen’ is. For them, rather than legal
attributes, citizenship involved feelings
of belonging to a particular place and
people, such as the local community, the
neighbourhood and the church; participating
in society; and helping and caring for others.
For example, Joseph (65) said: ‘I think
citizenship is trying to live a good life and
getting on with your neighbours, getting on
with everybody.’ Austin (64) suggested that
participation includes ‘volunteering, or just
being a good neighbour, just checking up
on your elderly neighbour and saying good
morning to someone in the street’.
Some saw their belonging and participation
in a local church community as central to their
understanding of citizenship. Oliver (45), for
example, stated that ‘To be a citizen, you need
to behave, to belong and to believe.’ For him,
citizenship was about making a contribution
to society, feeling a sense of belonging to
others, and his Christian faith. Daniel (38)
declared that ‘The engine of [citizenship]
might be my faith.’
When asked what constitutes a good citizen,
only a handful of the participants mentioned
formal status and legal aspects such as ‘abiding

by the law’, ‘loyalty to the state’, or voting in
political elections. Instead, relational aspects
of citizenship were again in focus. These
included being involved in society, caring for
others, being kind and loving, and showing
compassion and respect for others.
Some participants also made unsolicited
links between their faith and being a good
citizen, with Oliver (45) stating that what
good citizens have in common is ‘strong
Christian values, loving people, and being
good to your fellow man’.

Connecting religion, faith and
citizenship
A majority of the participants stated that
they saw a clear relationship between their
Christian faith and being a good citizen. For
example, Samuel (40) said that Christianity
and citizenship are linked, because Christians
show their love in helping people out, with
Jesus’ teaching on how we should behave.
Similarly, Jonathan (48) observed that
‘The Bible teaches us ways of being good
citizens’, while Theodore (35) referred to ‘love,
non-vengeance and tolerance’ as Biblical
values that underpin good citizenship. The
participants therefore saw Christianity as
directly informing how they behave and act
as citizens.

The Christian men’s understanding
of citizenship was affected by
their faith
Sociology Review April 2020
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‘THE BIBLE TEACHES US
WAYS OF BEING GOOD
CITIZENS’

A majority of the participants thought
that any person, regardless of their faith (or
no faith), can be a good citizen. Some noted
that people of other faiths, or none, have
the potential to be equally good citizens as
Christians. Jack (48) emphasised that all
religions have a positive social message about
the importance of community, laws, order and
peace, while Theodore (35) noted that atheists,
Christians and Muslims can all be good
citizens. Tom (67) observed that Christians
‘don’t have a monopoly on being good’.
Some inter viewees claimed that
Christianity constituted the best foundation
for good citizenship, with Ethan (51) stating
that ‘The best citizens are Christians’ and
Adrian (60) adding that ‘If you are truly a
Christian and love God, you are probably
one of the best citizens.’

Christianity and marginalisation in
British society
Most participants generally felt included in
society and they had not experienced any

direct discrimination or explicit disadvantage
as adult Christians. There was, however, a
sense among some that their faith was being
criticised or ridiculed by others. Some felt
uneasy about mentioning their faith outside
of Christian contexts.
As a scientist, Owen (47) had faced
stereotypes about the alleged impossibility
of being ‘a serious scientist and a man of
faith’. Many of the men expressed concerns
about the overall status and legitimacy of
Christianity in British society. Adrian (60),
for example, suggested that Christianity is
being pushed to the sidelines and that ‘Laws
are weighted against Christianity.’ Austin
(64) claimed that Christianity was being
undermined by a secular, ‘overzealous PC
brigade’, intent on erasing Christian symbols
from the public sphere.
A small handful expressed fears that
Christians were discriminated against or were
even persecuted. Gavin (60), who had ‘never
felt excluded’, nevertheless perceived a ‘small
but persistent raising of barriers to Christians’
and felt that Christians are ‘at risk of being
persecuted’. These interviewees suggested
that Christian people are targets of secular
forces that could potentially undermine
their sense of wellbeing and the position of
Christianity in British society.
A few participants also made direct
comparisons between Christianity and Islam,
and suggested that it is generally considered
unacceptable to criticise Islam, as it is a
minority religion, while it is ‘fair game’ to
criticise Christianity. Jack (48) commented:
‘They think you’re more kooky if you’re a
Christian, than if you’re a Muslim.’
The framing of Christianity here as ‘fair
game’ took place within an overall societal
context of increasing religious discrimination
and hatred against Islam and Muslims. It is
also interesting that these reflections come
from a relative position of privilege, given
Christianity’s close and extensive ties to the
British state. Nevertheless, most of the men
claimed that they have no personal advantage
from being Christian, and they denied that
Christianity, either directly or indirectly, is
privileged in the UK.

belonging and care for others as vital aspects
of citizenship in everyday life.
These men do not regard emotions, love
and care as ‘feminine’ values, or as posing
a threat to their masculinity. Instead, they
treat these ‘expressive’ qualities as universal
for what it means to be a good Christian and
a good citizen.
They express concerns about Christianity
becoming increasingly marginalised and
disadvantaged due to secular forces and
the influence of minority religions, such as
Islam. These men were engaged in a politics
of belonging, where perceived threats to the
status and legitimacy of Christianity are seen
as undermining Christians as bearers of the
culturally dominant faith in Britain.
Christian men draw on both instrumentalist and expressive notions of masculinity, depending on context. With reference to
local citizenship, they display an unusually
expressive form of masculinity by emphasising belonging, participation, love and caring
for others. In relation to their citizenship
within the wider British society, however,
many of them display a more instrumental
form of masculinity by emphasising what
they see as threats to the overall strength of
Christianity and by articulating a territorially defensive and competitive orientation
towards non-Christians.

Key points
■■

Using a case-study approach, the
author explores the links between
an understanding of Christianity and
citizenship among a group of white,
heterosexual, Christian men.

■■

The subjects showed both instrumental
and expressive views of masculinity.
When discussing local examples of ‘good
citizenship’ they offered expressive
views regarding what being a ‘good
citizen’ meant and how this linked to
their Christian beliefs.

■■

However, some expressed concern
over what they felt was the increasing
marginalisation of Christianity in
contemporary society.

Conclusion
The findings suggest that these white,
middle-class, heterosexual Christian
men move beyond a narrow ‘masculine’
or ‘instrumentalist’ conceptualisation of
citizenship to do with status, rights and
duties. Instead, they have a much broader
understanding that emphasises participation,
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview
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question and answer

How can I improve my
‘Methods in Context’
answers?
Important advice on improving your responses

O

ne area in which students often underperform in exams is the
Methods in Context essay, which is found on AQA paper 1
‘Education, Methods in Context and Research Methods’.
This question is worth 20 marks and you should spend around
30 minutes answering it.
The question comes with an Item, which contains several useful
hints about what could be included in your answer. In this article we
will explore what makes a good answer and provide you with some
examples of top marks ‘thinking in context’.
Below is a sample Item and question.

Question
Item
Some pupils from poorer families suffer from material deprivation, which
can affect their progress in a number of ways. In some cases, pupils might
need to take on part-time work, or have to look after younger siblings
while their parents are at work. However, it can be difficult to identify
those who are poor. Sometimes postcodes are used as an indicator or,
alternatively, the numbers of pupils receiving free school meals.
One way of studying the effects of material deprivation is through
unstructured interviews with pupils. Unstructured interviews are
relaxed and more like a conversation, and therefore make people feel
more comfortable. However, because of the stigma often attached to
poverty, for unstructured interviews to get people to speak openly,
building a trusting relationship between the interviewer and the
respondent is necessary, which requires skill.
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Applying material from the Item and your knowledge of research methods,
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of using unstructured interviews to
investigate the effects of material deprivation on pupils.

Exploring the Item
The first paragraph contains some clues about the educational issue.
In this case, two examples of possible effects of material deprivation
are provided: part-time work and having to look after siblings. Both
of these could be areas discussed in the unstructured interviews. In
the third sentence there is a hint about the problems with identifying
those who experience material deprivation. Both of these indicators
may serve to stigmatise certain pupils.
The second paragraph provides both a strength and a weakness of
unstructured methods. The strength is about the naturalistic nature of
unstructured interviews, meaning it is easier to achieve verstehen, and
as a result, more valid data. The disadvantage refers to how a rapport
is necessary in order for the respondent to open up and give truthful
answers, as this requires a high degree of skill.

Planning your response
So, what exactly is ‘methods in context’? In this type of question,
you are expected to draw on your knowledge of both methods and
education to imagine you are actually carrying out research on a
specific issue. You therefore need to demonstrate that you understand
the educational issue well, by breaking it down and thinking clearly
about what exactly you would be interested in finding out about the
issue. For example, you might be thinking of ways to operationalise
Sociology Review April 2020
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the concept of ‘material deprivation’, or what to look for as evidence
of the ways in which it might affect pupils’ progress.
The next step is to think carefully about the method in the question,
and its specific strengths and weaknesses when being used to research
a specific issue. For example, who are you interested in researching?
Do not assume that your research has to involve only pupils; in fact,
it could draw on parents, teachers, teaching assistants, governors,
midday assistants, the senior management team, school governors
and anyone involved in the school.
So, let’s consider our example of researching the effects of material
deprivation. You might wish to explore problems of having sufficient
time to complete homework assignments, or having a quiet space to
work in at home, or having access to study materials not available at

school — or even whether the family struggles to provide enough to
eat, or buy uniforms and sports equipment.
While thinking about who you involve in your research, it is an
excellent idea to reflect on the characteristics each group possess. For
example, there may be restricted access to pupils, there might be issues
where very young children are concerned. Equally parents vary: many
may be confident and articulate while others may find these kinds
of questions challenging or intrusive. So, showing you understand
the range of characteristics of those who you are researching is a
very good idea.
The next step is to make sure you structure your answer well. A
brief introduction is a good idea, perhaps to define the method and
the issue if, for example, it is a concept (such as material deprivation).
Perhaps also mention some of the issues you would be interested
in exploring. The main part of the essay should be constructed of
well-organised paragraphs which explore strengths and weaknesses
of the method in this particular context. Use the examples provided
in the Item, but also include material of your own. Avoid writing a
‘list-like’ answer. Each strength could be followed with a phrase such
as ‘however this strength comes at the cost of…’ which would be
followed by a weakness. Above all, do not lose sight of the particular
issue raised by the question, and do not simply offer a discussion of
the strengths and weaknesses of unstructured interviews.
This article is the responsibility of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW and has been neither provided
nor approved by AQA.
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concept checklist

Intersectionality

What does it
mean?

The concept of intersectionality is particularly associated with feminism, and was introduced in a paper in 1989 by the law professor and
black feminist Kimberlé Crenshaw. It refers to the way in which discrimination can be experienced in overlapping identity markers. For
example, many black women noticed that the experiences of (mainly white) feminists did not relate to their own lives, as they often faced
discrimination based on their gender and their race. The concept has since been broadened from race and gender to include other identity
markers, such as class, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion and (dis)ability.

Why is it
important?

Intersectionality is now considered crucial to debates about equality and social mobility, as consideration is given to the ways in which
certain identity markers can come together to bring about enhanced discrimination and oppression. For example, physical disability often
leads to discrimination in employment, but if the disabled person is (say) also a female Muslim, then the discriminatory attitudes and
practices may be amplified.

What issues
and debates
surround
this topic?

To what extent are multiple forms of discrimination recognised in wider society?
How can policymakers try to ensure greater awareness of the problem?
■ In which areas of society is intersectionality likely to have a particular impact? Think about education, employment, housing, access
to positions of power, for example.

How can I
check I have
understood
this concept?

When answering exam questions about various forms of stratification and inequality, consider whether the concept of intersectionality
would bring an extra dimension to your answer.
Watch the TED Talk given by Kimberlé Crenshaw on this topic, including on how she came up with the word, at:
www.tinyurl.com/rn3ncp5.

■
■

Joan Garrod
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