
Before you start your first assignment in this class,

think about why you are here at this college, at this

time and place in your life. Now, close your eyes and

let’s take a journey. You are standing a half a mile

from a beautiful pine forest. From this distance it

looks like the average American forest. As you get

closer you notice something different, the trees are

enormous. You are now standing next to a 100- to

300-foot tall tree. This is a giant redwood forest.

Certain species of redwood trees grow over 300 feet

tall and over 30 feet in diameter at the base. This is

what I encountered in my visit to Yosemite National

Park, in California as a youth. Such incredible trees

crystallize the notion of not being able to see the

forest for the trees. These trees are some of the

largest living things on Earth. If you have not seen

them in person, you may have to stretch your think-

ing to imagine what it is like to stand in this forest

filled with hundreds of these trees.

As you embark upon this semester, reflect on this

concept. Think back every now and then to the for-

est you envisioned and go to the U.S. Department of

Agriculture—Forest Service website http://www.fs.

fed.us/r5/sequoia/. In the photo gallery you will see

redwood trees. Afterwards, begin to think outside the

box as you examine our world from a sociological

perspective. We all need to step back from the giant

redwood trees of life so that we can see the forest.

That is, we need to see the world from a perspective

that is greater than our personal experience. Doing

so enables us to develop a better understanding of

our relationship to other societies and peoples locally

and globally. It also

empowers us to think

broadly about liberty,

equality, and justice; as

well as more critically

about social processes,

patterns, problems and

their solutions.

The first time I

saw and touched a

giant redwood tree, I

began to grasp how

small I am in this com-

plex world, but I also

began to understand

that you cannot appre-

ciate the magnificence and height of a 300-foot tree if

you are standing next to it. If you are standing close to

a 300-foot tree, it does not look much taller than a

200-foot tree, but when you step back to see the forest,

the giant tree towers everything else in sight. Simi-

larly, when standing next to the Empire State Building

in New York, it does not look much taller than its

neighboring buildings, but looking at it from a great

distance or looking down at the other buildings from

the top of the Empire State Building, you can appreci-

ate just how tall it truly is. I challenge you to keep this

concept in mind as you go through the semester. Re-

lease your personal biases and beliefs about society,

different groups, and different cultures for a brief mo-

ment. Step outside of your comfort zone as you go on

a journey with your professor and classmates to ana-

lyze our social world from a new lens.
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Man standing inside a damaged
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Let this journey open your eyes to a different

way of thinking about your social world so that you

can be a changing force in the world.

Hotep (Peace),

Dr. Akil Khalfani

Associate Professor of Sociology

Director, Africana Institute 

Essex County College

Email:   khalfani@essex.edu
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Our purpose in writing this text is to convey both

the excitement of sociology and its relevance to our

lives. The excitement of sociology comes from what

it studies: social life and social organization. Sociol-

ogy encompasses all aspects of society: family life,

community change, individual development, group

differences, and gender inequality, to name a few. It

involves a unique way of looking at the world in

which we live, forcing us to question the obvious and

understand how society and behavior are patterned

and organized. People are discovering that sociology

provides them with unique skills and abilities in re-

search methods, in applying social theory in the

working world, and in using their understanding of

social processes, organization, and change.

SUPPLEMENTS

We have assembled the following supplements to

support Understanding Sociology.

1.  Study Guide. A thorough and practical stu-

dent study guide that includes learning objectives,

chapter outlines, questions, and ideas that help the

student review the material presented in this text.

Also included are student activities and projects de-

signed to enhance the practical application of socio-

logical concepts.

2.  Instructor’s Manual. A comprehensive manual

provides a wealth of teaching suggestions, objectives

and resources, outside activities stressing the impor-

tance of sociology to personal lives, suggested read-

ings from short stories and novels, a guide to films,

and much more.

3.  Test Bank. An extensive test bank of approxi-

mately 2,100 questions is available to instructors in

both hard copy and electronic forms. Each chapter

consists of a variety of multiple choice, short answer

and essay questions. Each question is referenced to

the appropriate text page to make verification quick

and easy.

4.  PowerPoints. A set of PowerPoint slides is

available to adopters. The set includes charts, tables,

and graphs from the text and additional charts and

graphs from other sources.
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