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PrefaCe

Welcome to the fourth edition of Australian Sociology: A Changing Society.
This book provides an overview of the discipline of sociology through an analysis 

of Australian society. In doing so, it draws on a diverse range of perspectives as well as 
a myriad of topics that go to issues at the core of Australian social life.

Some of these issues, such as social division and inequality, raise questions about 
the structure of Australian society; while others, such as health, religion, media, work 
and deviance, point to how this structure is reproduced over time.

The study of social structure inherits perspectives that have survived since the 
founding of sociology as a discipline. These perspectives, which are presented in 
the Sociological Theory chapter in a more compact form—now located at the end 
of the volume—continue to frame the way sociology adapts to social change. But 
the study of altogether new social realities, such as the speed of globalisation today, 
profound changes in the nature of identity in the modern world, and the global 
threat to social organisation posed by climate change, requires new and 
interdisciplinary forms of analysis.

In this edition, recent changes affecting traditional divisions of class, race, ethnicity 
and gender have been documented and analysed with the latest statistics. These include 
the Northern Territory ‘intervention’ and the use of comparative statistics in the 
‘Closing the Gap’ policy, new health statistics for Indigenous Australians, and the 
‘stress’ epidemic and its relation to rising trends in mental illness. The rise of neo-
liberalism, and the impact of globalisation on education are covered, while the 
sociological implications of new education policies are also examined. Economic 
models of education delivery are investigated, such as the changing funding formulas 
for secondary schools and the emergence of free courses at universities delivered by 
MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses). Perhaps the most extensive revisions are 
evident in the chapter on class, not simply with the statistics but by exploring new 
ways of measuring class stratification. Global inequality is also re-examined in the 
chapter on globalisation and the city—much expanded in the world today, with more 
than half the world’s population living in metropolitan cities.

Three chapters that stand out for the way they suggest a shift in the field of sociology 
itself are Personal Lives (Chapter 8), Changing the Climate: Modernity at its Limits 
(Chapter 15) and From Mass Media to Social Media (Chapter 14). The former chapter 
is premised on the observation that the modern ‘family’ as a unit is no longer 
recognisable as it once was. The once-heralded social unit of the nuclear family 
continues its steady decline, as blended families and postmodern living arrangements 
such as heteronormativity, living alone, living apart together, living with friends, and 
the living patterns of adult children of divorce become increasingly common forms of 
the household unit. The importance of friendship networks and the complex influences 
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on personal life have eclipsed the sociology of the family to the point where an entire 
branch of sociology needs to be recast.

The chapter that perhaps presents a dramatic challenge to the sociological field itself 
is that on climate change. This chapter, which first appeared in the last edition and is 
fully updated here, tackles what is arguably the most pressing issue facing global 
society—the threat that climate change poses to the continuation of modern social 
life. The idea that human society has evolved during the relatively climate-stable period 
of the Holocene, roughly the 10 000 years leading up to 1750, come to be challenged by 
the terraforming and climate-altering impact of humans, now recast as the Anthropocene 
human history since 1750, when industrial emissions of greenhouse gases began. The 
chapter explores the science of climate change indepth, climate change scepticism and 
radicalism, the debate about human-induced causes of climate change, and the 
sociology of technology that informs understandings of the conflict between nature 
and culture.

The Changing the Climate chapter is very well supported by the re-orientation of 
many of the other chapters towards environmental issues. Chapter 3 includes new 
material on the relation of Indigenous Australia to the environment. The link between 
patriarchal culture and environmental destruction is drawn in Chapter 4, while the 
impact of climate change on health and wellbeing is explored in Chapter 7. Chapter 8 
considers the consumer impact of so many more people living alone, duplicating the 
use of resources and increasing waste. Environmental crime as a new form of deviance 
is examined in Chapter 9, while nature, religions and the environment are discussed in 
Chapter 12. And the question of whether environmental sustainability curricula 
should be embedded in curricula at schools and universities is addressed in Chapter 6. 
By way of this intertextuality, climate and environment becomes a substantive issue in 
itself, as well as a paradigm case study of the sociological imagination.

A third major standout area that is featured in this book is the extraordinary take-up 
of social media in Australia and around the world. Australians are the heaviest per 
capita users of social media in the world today, with 66 per cent of the population 
logging in daily to Facebook alone. The social media leviathan has really confounded 
the forecasts of the early 1990s when the internet became fully domesticated, as the 
importance of using the internet to continue social relationships that people already 
have offline has proven to be much more important than the anonymous communication 
of the avatar.

But more important still, is the ability to personalise our relationships with social 
media, to feel like we have control over them with our privacy settings, our profile 
pages and the way we can present a self-for-others. In a way, social media sits at the 
heart of a paradox in modern social life, which is the simultaneous expansion and 
contraction of everyday life. On the one hand, social media is a networking technology 
of global scale, the culmination of a truly connected world. On the other hand the 
basis of our connection can be as small as the smartphone in our pocket or the 
thumbnail of smart apps depicted on the front cover of this book. But between 
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xiPREFACE

the incredible reach of this global connectivity to the private rituals of how we use 
our phone, there is the possibility that the public sphere in between these extremes 
has begun to disappear, as the street, our institutions and the social forms founded 
on physical assembly have been overtaken by the electronic assembly.

Aside from the sociological material, the book includes a number of crucial teaching 
and learning tools in order to make it an easy and productive book to use by both 
students and lecturers. You will find at the start of each chapter, for example, a chapter 
outline which is a summary of its contents, and throughout each chapter a set of 
learning outcomes. Within each chapter there are a number of feature boxes, which 
highlight or expand an issue discussed, or offer a case study. In addition, you will find 
highlighted key terms defined and their use discussed in the margin notes and 
consolidated in the glossary at the end of the book.

At the conclusion of each chapter there are a number of features which will assist 
students to develop their learning further. There are a series of critical thinking 
questions, which challenge readers to interrogate some of the issues raised in the 
chapter. On the companion website there is a list of texts which are recommended as 
further reading, or as reference books. Here you will also find an annotated list of 
websites and other multimedia that can assist with everything from statistical data to 
discussion groups to non-government organisations interested in the material 
discussed in the chapter.

In conclusion, we hope that you enjoy Australian Sociology and that it enables you 
to understand more clearly both the society we live in and the ways in which it is likely 
to develop in the future. Most important of all, we hope it helps you to do this critically.

David Holmes
Kate Hughes
Roberta Julian
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