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What is Sociology?

Today you may have thought about what to wear. But did you ask yourself
where those garments came from, or who made them?

Journalist Kelsey Timmerman offers some answers to these questions.

His book speaks to the way we see ourselves, not only in the mirror

when we’re getting dressed, but in the world at large.

“I was made in America. My Jingle These Christmas boxers were made in Bangladesh.

I had an all-American childhood in rural Ohio. My all-American blue jeans were made in
Cambodia.

I wore flip-flops every day for a year when I worked as a SCUBA diving instructor in Key West.
They were made in China.

One day while staring at a pile of clothes on the floor, I noticed the tag of my favorite T-shirt:
“Made in Honduras.

” I read the tag. My mind wandered. A quest was born. Where am I wearing? It seems like a simple
question with a simple answer. It’s not.

The question inspired the quest that took me around the globe. It cost me a lot of things, not the

least of which was my consumer innocence. Before the quest, I could put on a piece of clothing
without reading its tag and thinking about Arifa in Bangladesh or Dewan in China, about their
children, their hopes and dreams, and the challenges they face.
Where am I wearing? This isn’t so much a question related to geography and clothes, but about the
people who make our clothes and the texture of their lives. This quest is about the way we live and
the way they live; because when it comes to clothing, others make it, and we have it made. And
there’s a big, big difference...

Workers flood the narrow alley beside the Delta Apparel Factory in San Pedro Sula, Honduras.
They rush to catch one of the many waiting buses at the highway. Merchants hoping to part them
from a portion of their daily earnings—$4 to $5—fight for their attention. Vehicles push through
the crowd. A minivan knocks over a girl in her midtwenties and then runs over her foot. She curses,
is helped to her feet, and limps onto a waiting bus.

The buildings behind the fence are shaded in Bahamian pastels and very well kept. The shrubs have
been recently shaped, and the grass trimmed. In the bright Honduran sun, they seem as pleasant as a

factory can get.



The lady at Delta Apparel, based in Georgia, giggled at me on the phone when I told her my
plans. She was happy to tell me that their Honduran factory was located in the city of Villanueva
just south ofSan Pedro Sula. She even wished me good luck.

Now that I’'m in Honduras, the company doesn’t think it’s very funny. I stand among the chaos
overwhelmed. A thousand sets of eyes stare at me; perhaps they recognize my T-shirt. The irony
that this is Tattoo’s tropical paradise wore off long ago—somewhere between the confrontation
with the big-bellied guards at the factory gate who had guns shoved down theirpants like little boys
playing cowboy and the conversation with the tight-lipped company representativewho failed to
reveal much of anything about my T-shirt or the people who assembled it. There was no way I was
getting onto the factory floor. All I learned was that eight humans of indiscriminate age and sex
stitched my shirt together in less than five minutes.

What is sociology

Sociology is, simply, the scientific study of social behavior and human groups. It focuses on social
relationships; how those relationships influence people’s behavior; and how societies, the sum total
of those relationships, develop and change.

The Sociological Imaginationln attempting to understand social behavior, sociologists rely on a
particular type of critical thinking. A leading sociologist, C. Wright Mills, described such thinking
as the sociological imagination — an awareness of the relationship between an individual and the
wider society, both today and in the past (Mills [1959] 2000a). This awareness allows all of us (not
just sociologists) to comprehend the links between our immediate, personal social settings and the
remote, impersonal social world that surrounds and helps to shape us. Kelsey Timmerman certainly
used a sociological imagination when he studied foreign garment workers. A key element in the
sociological imagination is the ability to view one’s own society as an outsider would, rather than

only from the perspective of personal experiences and cultural biases.
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