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Sumner taught social science courses at Yale beginning in 1873. During the 1880s,
courses specifically bearing’the title “Soc:ology" began to appear. The first de-
partment with sociology in its title was founded at the University of Kansas in.1889.
In 1892, Albion Small moved to the University of Chicago and set up the new
departmentof sociology. The Chicago department became the first i important center,
of American sociology in general and of sociological theory in particular (Matthews,
1977).

EARLY-AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

Politics

Schwendmger and Schwendinger (1974) argue that the early American soclologlsts.
are best described as political liberals and not, as was true of most early European
theorists, as conservatives. The liberalism characteristic of early’ American soci-
ology had basically two elements. First, it operated with a belief in'the fréedom and
welfare. of the individual. In this belief, it was influeniced far more by Spéricer’s
orientation; than by Comte’s.more collective position. Second, many socmloglsts
associated with. this orientation adopted an evolutionary view of social progress.
(Fine, 1979).-However,.they split over how best to bring about this progress. Somé.
argued that steps should be taken by the govemment to aid social reform, whilé:
others, pushed a laissez-faire doctrine, arguing that the various components of-
society should be left:to solve.their own problems.

Liberalism, taken to-its extreme, comes very close to conservatism. The belief
in social progress—in reform or’ a laissez-faire doctrine—and the belief in ‘the
importance of the individual both lead to positions supportive of the system as a
whole. The overriding belief is that the social system works or can be reformed 1o
work. There is little criticism of the system as a whole; in the American case this
means, in particular, that there is little questioning of capitalism. Instead of
imminent class struggle; the early sociologists saw a future of class harmony and
class cooperation. Ultimately this meant that early American sociological theory
helped to, rationalize exploitation, domestic and international .imperialism, and.
social inequality’ (Schwendmger and Schwendinger; 1974). In the end, the political
liberalism of the early sociologists had enormously conservative implications.

Social Change and Intellectual Currents

In their analyses of the founding of American sociological theory, Roscoe Hinkle
(1980) and Elisworth Fuhrman (1980) outline several basic contexts from which
that body of theory emerged. Of utmost importance are the social changes that
occurred in American society after the Civil War (Bramson, 1961). In Chapter 1,
we discussed an array of factors involved in the development of European
socnologlca.l theory, several of these factors (such as industrialization and
urbanization) were also mtlmately involved in the development of theory in
America. In Fuhrman’s view, the early American sociologists saw the positive



$pencar Lévi-Girauss
[te20-140%3) {1808~ )
Beial Davwinism
Bumne?
{1840-1810)
Ward
(18401-1813)
Purkhelm .
Skinmer
{1888-1917) (1904-4890)
Sorokin Parsong
{1889-1868) {1902-1279)
Weher . Mannheim . i
Max Faud (1866-1920)  (4aq3 1gayy ~ Ctionl Senaal
{1616-1885) (1856-1939) Megailan Horkhaib?
s {1895-1973)
. Marxisti Ad
Econgmic Adomo
Detemminism Lukses (1903-19889)
Kautsky (1885-1671)
(1854-1938)
Hegger Schutz
(1859-1938) {1899-1954)
; Sirmmel
(1858—1918)
' Sartrg
Small (1908-1980)
{1854-1828)
Park
W Symbolic
(1864-1844) Interactigrilsm
Mead Blumer
4 BE3—1831) (1900-1887)
LTooley M. Kukin
(1864-1928) (1911-4963)
FIGURE:2:1

Sociological Theory: The Later Years

42



Strugtiralism Postsiructuralist
Foucault (1926-1084)
Network. Theary
Exchangs.Theory
Homans Blay Postmodern”
{1910-1089) gglf;m ) Social Theory
Structyraf Functionalism  (1995-1982) ‘Baudriitard
Meriori ) _ {1929~ Y
[1ei- ) Ksofunctionalishr
ITT Algxander
Fﬂiggg Sociglogy @aar- )
(1916-1962 Cantliet Theory*
¢ .9529 ; Dishrendorf
Bttuitural Marsisor (1928- )
Althusser Theorfes of
{1918-1990) Feminist Modernity
%omrﬁ Maﬁfsm Sociolegicat Theory Giddens
tweery Habetmas (1938~ )
Ifmaj (928 )
Bravemmat | zlfcrmMaSr;m a'nda
of - gency-Structure
{1920-1876) o integration Theory
‘Hiatorical Marxism Phenprneriolegical
Wallerstain Sﬁé;;c:loggry Metatheorizing
(1930~ ) (1959 in Socaology
Luckmann Synthetic
(e27- ) Theory
Etbnomethodelagy
Garfinkal
(1929= ) '
Existential Soclology
Geffrman '
{1922~1982}

43



44.  CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

possibilities of ‘industrialization, but they were ‘also well aware of its dangers.
Although these early sociologists were attracted to the ideas generated by the labor
movement and socialist groups about dealing with the dangers of industrialization,
they were not in. favor of radically overhauling society.

Arthur Vidich and Stanford Lyman (1985) make a strong case-for the influence
of Christianity, especially Protestantism, on the founding of American sociology. In
their view, American,soci_d_logists retained the Protestant interest in saving the world
and merely substituted one language (science} for another (religion). They argue:
“From 1854, when the first works in sociology appeared in the United States, until
the outbreak of World War I, sociology was a-moral and intellectual response 1o the
problems: of American life and thought, institutions, and creeds” (Vidich and
Lyman, 1985:1). Sociologists sought.to define, study, and help solve these social
problems. While the clergyman worked -within religion to help improve it and
people’s lot within it, the sociologist did the same ‘within society. Given their
religious roots, -and the religious parallels, the vast majority of sociologists did not
challenge the basic Jegitimacy of society.

Another major factor in the founding.of American sociology discussed by both
Hinkle and Fuhrman is the simultaneous.emergence in America, in the late 1800s,
of academic professions (including sociology) and the-modern university system.
In Europe, in contrast, the university system was already well established before-the
emergence of sociology. Although sociology had a difficult time becoming
established in Europe, it foand the going easier in the more fluid setting-of the new
American university system.

Another characteristic of early American sociology (as well as other social
science disciplines) ‘was its‘turn away from a historical perspective and ‘in the
direction of a positivistic, or “‘scientistic,” orientation. As'Ross puts it, ““The desire
to achieve. universalistic abstraction and quantitative methods turned American
social scientists away from interpretive models available in history and cultural
anthropology, and from the generalizing and interpretive model offered by Max
Weber” (1991:473). Instead of interpreting long-term historical changes, sociology
had tumed in the direction of scientifically studying short-term processes.

Still another factor was the.imipact of established European theory on American
sociological theory. European. theorists.largely created sociological theory; and.the
Americans were.able:to rely on.this groundwork. The Europeans:most important to
the Americans were Spencer and Comte. Simmel was of some importance in the
carly years, but the influence of Durkheim, Weber, and Marx was not to have a
dramatic effect for a number of years. As an illustration of the ' impact of early
European theory on American.sociology, the history of the ideas of Herbert Spencer.
is interesting and informative.

Herbert Spencer’s Inflnence on Soclology Why were Spencer’s ideas so
much more-influential in the early years of American sociology than those of Comte,
Durkhexm Marx, and Weber? Hofstadter (1959) offered several explanations. To
take the easiest first, Speéncetwrote'in English, while the others did not. In addition,
Spencer wrote in nontechnical terms, theréby making his work broadly accessible.
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Indeed, some have argued that the lack of technicality is traceable to Spencer’s not
being a very sophlstlcated scholar. But:there dre other, more important.reasons for
Spencer’s broad appeal. He offered a scientific orientation that was attractive:to an
audience becoming enamored of sciencesand its technological products. He offered
a comprehensive theory that seemed to deal with the entire sweep of human' hlstory

The breadth of his ideas, as'well as the. volifninous work he produced, allowed his
theory to be many different things to many different people: Finally, and perhaps:
most important, his-theory was soothing and reassuring to a society undergoing i the
wrenching process-of industrialization—society was, according 1o Spencer, steadily
moving in the direction of greater and greater progress.

Spencer’s most.famous American disciple was William Graham Sumner, who
accepted and expanded upon many of Spencer’s Social Darwinist ideas. Spencer
also influenced other early American sociologists, among them- Lester Ward,
Charles Horton Cooley, E. A. Ross, and Robert Park.

By the 1930s, however, Spencer was in eclipse in the inteliectual world in
general, as-well as in sociology. His Social Darwinist, laissez-faire ideas seemed
ridiculous in the light of massive social problems, a world war; and a major
economic depression. In 1937 Talcott Parsons announced Spencer’s intellectual
death for sociology whern he echoed historian Crane Brinton’s. words of a few years
earlier, “Who'iow reads Spencer?” Today Spencer is of little more than-historical
interest, but his ideas were important in shaping early American sociological theory.
Let us look briefly at-the work.of two American theorists who were influenced; at
least in part, by Spencer’s work.

W:lham Graham Sumner (1840-1910)  Itis convenient to start a discussion of
early.-American sociological theorists with William Graham Sumner, because he was
the person who taught the first course in the United States that could be called
sociology. Sumner contended that he had begun teaching sociology “‘years before
any such attempt was made at any other university in the world” (Curtis, 1981:63).

Sumner was the major exponent of Social Darwinism in ‘the United States,
although he appeared'to.change his view late in life (N. Smith, 1979). The following
exchange between Sumner and one of his students illustrates his “liberal” views on
the need for individual freedom and his position against government interference:

“Professor, don't you believe in any government aid to industries?”

“No! It's root, hog, or die.”

“Yes, but hasn’t the hog got a right to root?”

“There are no rights. The warld owes nobody a living.”

*“You believe then, Professor, in only one system, the contract-competitive system?”

“That's the only sound economic system. All others are. faliacies.”

“Well, suppose some professor of political economy came along and took your job
away from you. Wouldn’t you be sore?”

“Any other professor.is welcome to try. If he gets my job, it is my fault. My business
is to teach the subject so'well that no one can take the job away from me."

(Phelps, cited in Hofstadter, 1959:54)

Sumner basically adopted a survival-of-the-fittest approach to the social world.
Like Spencer, he saw people struggling against their environment, and the fittest



46 CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

were those who would be successful. Thus Sumner was a supporter of human
aggressiveness and competitiveness. Those who succeeded deserved it, and those
who did not succeed.deserved to fail. Again like Spencer, Sumner was opposed to
efforts, especially ‘government efforts, to aid those who had failed. In his view such
intervention operated against the natural selection that, among people as among
lower animals, allowed the fit to survive and the unfit to perish. As Sumner put it,
“If we do not like the survival of the fittest, we have only one possible alternative,
and that is survival of the unfittest’” (Curtis, 1981:84). This theoretical system fit in
well with the development of capitalism because it provided theoretical legitimacy
for the existence of great differences in wealth and power.

Sumner is of little more than historicil.interest for two main reasons. First, his
orientation and Social Darwinism in general have come to be regarded as little
more than a-crude legitimation of competitive capitalism and the status quo. Second,
he failed to build a solid-enough base at Yale to build a school of sociology with
many disciples. That Kind of success was to occur some years later at the University
of ‘Chicago (Heyl and Heyl, 1976). In spite of success in his time, *‘Sumner is
remembered by few today” (Curtis, 1981:146).

Lester F. Ward (1841-1913)  Another sociologist of note in his time but of little
lasting 51gn1ﬁcance is Lester Ward. He had an unusual career in that he spent most
of it as a paleontologist working for the federal government. During that time, Ward
read Spencer and Comte and déveloped-a strong interest in sociology. He published
a number of works in the late 1800s.and early 1900s in which he expounded his
sociological theory: As a result: of the-notoriety that this work achieved, in 1906
Ward was elected the first president of the Amcncan Sociological Society. It was
only then thathe took his first academic position, at Brown University, a position
that. he held until his death.

Ward, like Sumner, was influenced by the ideas of Herbert Spencer. He
accepted the idea that people had evolved from lower forms o their present
status. He believed that ‘early society was characterized by its simplicity -and
its moral poverty, wherci§ modern society was more complex, happier, and
offered greater freedom. One task of sociology, pure sociology, was to study
the basic laws of social change and social structure. But Ward was not content
simply to have sociology study social life. He believed that sociology should
have a practical side; there should also be an applied sociology. This applied
sociology involved the conscious use of scientific knowledge to attain a better
society. Thus, Ward was not an extremic Social Darwinist; he believed in the
need for and importance of social reform.

Although of historical significance; Sumner and Ward have not been of long-term
significance to sociological theory. We turn now, however, to some theorists,
especially Mead, and to a school, the Chicago school, that came to dominate
sociology in Ametica. The Chlcago school ‘was unusual in'the history of sociology
in that it was one: of the few (the Durkheimian school in Paris was another)
“collectiveintellectual enterprises of an integrated kind” in.the history of sociology
(Bulmer, 1984:1). The tradition'begun at the University.of:Chicago is of continuing
importance to sociology and its: theoretical (and:empirical) status.
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The Chicago School’

The department of sociology at the University of Chicago was founded in 1892 by
Albion Small. Small’s intellectual work is of less contemporary significance than
the key.role he played in the institutionalization of sociology in the United States
(Faris, 1970; Matthews; 1977). He was instrumental in creating a department at
Chicago that was:to. become the center of the dISClphl’le in the United States for many
years. Smali collaborated on the first textbook n’ sociology in 1894. In 1895 he
founded'the American Journal of Sociology, a journal that to this day is a dominant
force in:the discipline. In 1905, Small cofounded the American Sociological Society,
the major professional association of American sociologists to this-date (Rhoades,

1981) (The embarrassment caused by the initials of the American Sociological
Soc1e[y, ASS, led to.a name change in 1959 to the American Sociological
Association—ASA.)

Early Chicago Sociology The early Chicago department had several distinc-
tive' characteristics: For 'one thing, it had a strong connection with religion. Soine
members were ministers themselves, and others were sons of ministers. Small, for
example, believed that “the ultimate goal of sociology must be essentially
Christian” (Maithews, 1977:95). This opinion-led to a view that sociology must-be
interested in:social reform -and this view was combined with a belief that sociology
should be scientific.? Scientific sociology with an objective of social amelioration
was to be practiced ‘in. the burgeoning city of Chicago, which was beset by the
positive and negative: effects. of -urbanization and industrialization.

We might note here the: contributions of one of the earliest members of the
Chicago sociology ‘department, W. 1. Thomas (1863-1947). In 1895, Thomas
became a fellow at the Chicago department where he wrote his dissertation in. 1896,
‘Thomas’s lasting significance was in his emphasis on the need to do scientific
research on sociological issues (Lodge, 1986). Although he championed this
position for many years, its major statement came in 1918 with the publication of
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America, which Thomas coauthored with Florian
Znaniecki. Martin Bulmer sees it as a “landmark” study because it moved sociology
away from. “abstract theory and library research and toward the study of the
empirical ‘world utilizing a theoretical framework™ (1984:45). Norbert Wiley sees
The Polish Peasant as crucial to the founding of sociology in the sense of

“clarifying the’unique intellectual - space into which this discipline alone could see
and explore™ (1986:20). The book was the product of eight years of research in both
Europe and the United States and was primarily a study of 'social disorganization
among Polish migrants. The data were of little lasting importance. However, the

! See Bulmer (1985) for a di§cussion of what defines a school and why we can speak of the “*Chicago
school.” Tiryakian (1979, 1986) also deals with schools in general, and the Chicago school in particular,
and emphasizes the role played by charismatic leaders as well as methodological innovations. See aiso

.Amsterdamska (1985). For a-discussion of this school within the broader context of developments
within Amerlcan -sociological theory; see Hinkle (1994).

2 As we will see, however, the Chicago school’s conception of science was'to become too *'soft,”

at least in‘the eyes of the positivists who later came to dominate sociology.
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ROBERT PARK: A Biographical Sketch

Robert Park. did not follow the typical career route of an
academic sociologist—college, graduate school, profes-
sorship. instead, he led.a varied career before he became
a sociologist late in life, Despite his late start, Park had a
profound effect'on somology in general and on theory in
particular. Park’s varied experiences gave hirn an unisual
orientation to life, and this view helped. lo shape the
Chicago school;, symbolic: interactionism, arid, ultimately,
a good portion of socnology

Park was'bom in Harveywlle. Pennsylvania, on Febru-
ary 14, 1864 (Matthews, 1977) As a student at the
University of Michigan; he was exposed to a number of
great- thinkers, such as John. Dewey Although he was
excited by |deas Park felt a strong need to work in the real
world. As Park said, “I made up my mind to go-infor experience for its own sake, to gather
into my soul . . . ‘all thé joys and sorrows of theworld' * {(1927/1973:253). Upon graduation,
he began a careeras a joumallst which- ‘gave him this real-world opportunity. He particularly
liked to explore ("huntmg down gambling houses and opium dens” [Park, 1827/1973:254]).
He wrote about city life-in vivid detail. He would go into the field, observe and analyze, and
finally.write up his observatians. In fact, he was already doing essentially the kind of research
(“scientific reporting”) that came to'be one of the hallmarks .of Chicage socmlogy—that is,
urban-ethnology using participant observation technigues.

_Although the accurate description of social life remained one of his passions, Park-grew
dissatisfied with newspaper work, because it did not fulfill his familial or, more important, his
intellectual needs. :Furthérmore,. it did not seem fo contribute t6 the improvement of the
world, and Park had a deep interest in. social reform. fn 1898, at age thirty-four, Park left
newspaper work and enrolled in the philosophy department at Harvard. He remained there

methodology was significant. It involved a variety of data sources, including
autobiographical material, paid writings, family letters, newspaper files, public
documents, and institutional letters.

Although The Polish Peasant was primarily a macrosociological study of social
‘institutions, over the course of his career, Thomas gravitated toward a microscopic,
social-psychological orientation. He is: best known for the: following social-
psychological statemeit (made in.a book coauthiored by Dorothy Thomas): “If men
define:situations as real, they arereal in-their consequences” (Thomas and Thomas,
1928:572). The emphasis' was on the importance of what people. think and how this
affects what they do. This' l’IllCl'OSCOplC -social-psychological focus stood-in contrast
to the macroscopic, ‘social-structural and social-cultural perspectives of such
European scholars as.Marx, Weber, and Durkheim. It was to becomé one of the
defining characteristics of Chicago’s theoretical product—symbolic:interactionism
(Rock, 1979:5).

Another figure-of significance at- Chlcago was Robert Park (1864—-1944). Park
had come to Chicago as’a part-time instructor in 1974.and quickly worked. his way
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for a year but then decided to move to Germany, af that time the heart of the world's
intellectual life. In Berlin he encountered Georg Simmel, whose work was to have a profound
influence on Park's somology In fact; Simmel’s/lectures were the only formal-sociclogical:
training that Park received. As Park said, “| got most.of my knowledge about society and
humnan nature.from my own cbservations™ {1927/1973:257). In 1904, Park completed his
doctoral dissertation"at:the’University of Heidelberg. Characteristically, he was dlssatlsf' ed
with his dissertation: “All | had to show was that little book and | was ashamed: of it”
(Matthews, 1977.57). He refused a summer teaching job at the University of Chicago and
tumed away from academe as he had earlier tumned away from newspaper work,
His rieed to contribute to social Betterment led him to become secretary and chief
publlmty officer for the. Congo Reform Association, which was set’ up to help alleviate the
" briitality'and exploitation then taking place in the Belgian Congo. During this period, he met
Booker T, Washington, and.he was aftracted to the cause of improving the Iot of black:
Americans. He became Washington's secretary and played.a key role in the activities of the
Tuskegee institute. In 1912 he met W. . Thomas, the Chicago saciologist, who was lecturing
at Tuskégee. Thomas invited him 16 give a course on “the Negro in America” to a small group
of graduate: students at Chicago, and Park did so in 1914. The course was successful, and
he gave it:again the:next yéar to an audience twice as large. At this time, he jcined the
American. Somologucal Society, and only a decade later he became its president. Park
gradually worked his way into a full-time appointment at Chicago, although he did not get
afull professorshlp until 1923, when he was fi ifty-nine years old. Over the approximately two
decades that he was affiliated with the University of Chicago, he played a key role in shaplng
the inteliectual origntation of: the sociology-department.
Park remained peripatetic even after his retirement -from: Chicago in the early 1930s.
He taught courses and oversaw research at Fisk University untii he was nearly eighty
years old. He traveled extensively. He died on February 7, 1944, one week before his
eightieth birthday. '

into a central role in the department. As was true of Small, Park’s long-term
significance was not simply in his intellectual contributions. His importance for
the development of sociology lay in several areas. First, he became the dominant
figure in the Chlcago department, which, in turn, dominated sociology into the
1930s. Second, Patk had studied in Europe and was instrumental in bringing
Continental ‘thinkers to the attention. of Chicago sociologists. Of particular
theoretical importance, Park had taken courses with Simmel, and Simmel’s ideas,
particularly his focus on action and interaction, were instrumental in the
development of the Chicago-school’s theoretical orientation (Rock, 1979:36-48).
Third, prior to becoming a sociologist, Park had been a reporter, and this
experience gave him a sense of the importance of urban problems and of the
need (o go out into the field to collect data through personal observation. Out
of this emerged the Chicago school’s substantive interest in urban ecology. Fourth,
Park played a key role in guiding graduate students and helping develop

curnulative program of graduate research” (Bulmer, 1984:13). Finally, in 1921
Park and Ernest W. Burgess published the first truly important sociology text-
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book, An Introduction to the Science of Sociology. It was to be an influential book
for many years and was particularly notable for its commitments to science, to
reésearch, and to the study of a wide range of social phenomena.

Beginning in the late 1920s and early 1930s, Park began to spend less and less
time in Chicago. Finally, his lifelong interest in race relations (he had been secretary
to Booker T. Washington before becoming a sociologist) led him to take a position
at Fisk University (a black university) in 1934. Although the decline of the Chicago
department was not caused solely or even chleﬂy by Park’s departure, its status
began to wane in the 1930s. But before we can deal with the decline of Chicago
sociology and the rise of other departments and theories, we need to return to the
early days of the school and the two figures whose:work was to be of the most lasting
theoretical significance—Charles Horton Cooley and, most important, George
Herbert Mead.

Charles Horton. Cooley (1864-1929) The association of Cooley with the
Chicago school is interesting in that he spent his career at the University of
Michigan, not the University of Chicago. But Cooley’s theoretical perspective was
il line with the theory of symbolic interactionism that was to become Chicago’s
most important product.

Cooley received his Ph.D. from the University of Michigan in 1894. He had
developed a strong interest in sociology, but there was as yet no department of
sociology at Michigan..As a result, the questions for his Ph.D. examination came
from Columbia University, where sociology had been taught since 1889 under the
leadership of Franklin Giddings. Cooley beg_an his teaching career at Michigan in
1892 before completion of 'his doctorate, and he remained there throughout his
career.

Although Cooley had a wide range of views, he is remembered today mainly for
his insights into the social-psychological aspects of social life. His work in this area
is in lifie with.that of George Herbert Mead, although Mead was to have a deeper
and more lasting effect on. sociology than. Cooley had. Cooley had an interest.in
consciousness; but he refused (as did Mead) to separate consciousness from the
social context. This is best exemplified by a concept of his that survives to this
day—the looking-glass self. By this.concept, Cooley understood that people possess
consciousness and that it is shaped in continuing social interaction.

A second basic: concept that illusirates Cooley’s social-psychological interests,
and which:is also of continuing interest and importance, is that of the primary group.
Primary groups are intimate, face-to-face groups that play a key role.in linking the
actor to the larger society. Especially crucial are the primary groups of the
young—madinly thé family and the peer group. Within these groups, the individual
grows into a social being. It is basically within the primary group that the
looking-glass self emerges and that the égo-centered child learns to take othérs into
account and, thereby, to become a contributing member of society.

Both Cooley and Mead rejected a behavioristic view of human beings, the view
that people blindly-and unconsciously respond to external stimuli. On-the positive
side, they believed that people had consciousness; ‘a self, and that: it ‘was the
responsibility of the sociologist to study this aspect. of social reality. Cooley urged
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sociologists to try to°put themselves in-the place of the actors they were studying,
to use the method of sympathetic introspection, in order to analyze consciousness.
By analyzing what they as actors might:do in various circumstances, sociologists
could understand the meanings and motivés:that are at the base of social beHavior.

The method of sympathetic introspection seemed to many fo be very unscientific.

In this area, among others, Mead’s work represents an advance over Cooley’s.

Nevertheless, there is a great deal of snmllanty in the interests of the two men, not.
the least of which is their shared view that sociology should focus on ‘sich
socml—psychologlca] phenomena as consciousness, action, ‘and interaction.

George. Herbert Mead (1863-1931) The most important thinker associated
with the-Chicago school and symbohc interactionism was not a sociologist but a
philosopher, George Herbert Mead.” Mead started teaching philosophy at the
University of Chicago in 1894, and he taught there until his death in 1931. He is
something of a paradox, given his central importance in the history of sociological
theory, both because he taught philosophy, not sociology, and because he published
comparatively little during his lifetime. The paradox is, in part, resolved by two
facts. First, Mead taught courses in social psychology in the philosophy department,
and they were taken by many graduate students in sociology. His ideas had a
profound effect on a number of them. These students combined Mead’s ideas with
those they were getting in the sociology department from people like Park and
Thomas. Although at the time there was no theory known as symbolic
interactionism, it was created by students out of these various inputs. Thus Mead
had a deep, personal impact on the people who were later to develop symbolic
interactionism. Second, thesé students put together their notes on Mead’s courses
and published a posthumous volume under his name. The work, Mind, Self and
Society (Mead, 1934/1962), moved his ideas from the realm of oral to that of written
tradition. Widely read to this day, this volume forms the main intellectual pillar of
symbolic interactionism.

We deal with Mead's idéas in Chapter 11, but-it is necessary at this point to
underscore a few points in order to situate him historically. Mead’s ideas need to
be seen in the context of psychological behaviorism. Mead was quite impressed with
this orientation and-accepted many of its tenets. He adopted its focus on the actor
and his behavior. He regarded as sensible the behaviorists’ concern with the rewards
and costs involved in the behaviors of the actors. What troubled Mead was that
behaviorism did.not seem to go.far enough. That is, it excluded consciousness from
serious consideration, arguing that it was not amenable to scientific study. Mead
vehemently disagreed and sought to extend the principles of behaviorism to an
analysis of the “mind.” In so doing, Mead enunciated a focus similar to that of
Cooley. Biit whereas Cooley’s position seemed unscientific, Mead promised a. more
scientific conception of consciousness by extending the highly scientific principles
and methods of psychological behaviorism.

Mead. offered . American sociology a social-psychological theory that stood in
stark contrast to the primarily societal theories offered by most of theé major

*For a dissenting view, see Lewis and Smith (1980).
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European theorists. The most important exception was Simmel. Thus symbolic
interactionism was developed, in large part, out of Simmel’s interest in action and
interaction and Mead’s interest in consciousness. However, such a focus led to a
weakness: in Mead’s work, as well as in symbolic interactionism in general, at the
societal and cultural levels.

The Waning of Chicago Sociology Chicago sociology reached its peak in the
1920s, but by the 1930s, with the death of Mead and the departure of Park, the
department: had begun to lose its position of central importance in American
sociology. Fred Matthews (1977; see also Bulmer, 1984) pinpoints several reasons
for the decline of Chlcago sociology, two of which seem of utmost importance.

First, the discipline had-grown: 1_ncxcasmg1y preoccupied with being scientific—
that is, using sophisticated methods-and employing statistical analysis. However, the
Chicago school was viewed as emphasizing descriptive, ethnographic studies, often
focusing on their subjects’ personal orientations (in Thomas's terms, their
“definitions of the situation™). Park came progressively to despise statistics (he
called it “parlor magic™) because it seemed to prohibit the analysis of subjectivity,
of the idiosyncratic, and of the peculiar. The fact that important work in quantitative
methods was done at Chicago (Bulmer, 1984:151-189) tended to be ignored'in the
face of its overwhelming association’ with qualitative methods.

Second, more- and more individuals outside of Chicago grew increasingly
resentful of Chicago’s dorfiinance of both the Americain Sociological Society and
the:American Journal of Sociology. The Eastern Sociological Society was founded
in 1930, and eastern sociologists became more vocal about the dominance of the
Midwest in general and Chicago in particular.(Wiley, 1979:63). By 1935; the’ revolt
against Chicago led to a non- Chlcago secretary of the association and the
establishment of a new official journal, the Anierican Sociological Review
(Lengermann, 1979).. According to Wiley, “‘the Chicago school had fallen like a
mighty oak” (1979:63). This signaled the growth of other power centers, most
notably Harvard and the Ivy League in general. Symbolic interactionism was largely
an indeterminate, oral tradition and as'such eventually lost ground to more explicit
and codified theoretical systeins like'the stnictural functionalism assocmted with the
Ivy League (Rock, 1979:12).

WOMEN IN EARLY SOCIOLOGY

Simultaneously with the developments at the University of Chicago described in the
previous section, even sometimies in concert with them, and at the' same time that
Durkheim, Weber; and Simmel were creating a European sociology, and sometimes
in concert with them as well, a group of women who formed a broad and
surprisingly connected network of social reformers were also developing pioneering
sociological theories. These women-included but were not limited to Jane Addams
(1860--1935), Charlottc Perkms Gilman (1860—1935) Anna.Julia Cooper (1858
1964), Ida Wells-Barnett (1862-1931), Marianne Weber (1870-1954), and Beatrice
Potter Webb (1858-1943); with the possible exception.of Cooper, they can all be
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connected through their relationship to Jane’Addams. That they are not today known
or recognized in conventional histories of the discipline as sociologists or as
sociological theorists is a chilling testimony to the power of gender politics within
the discipline of sociology and to sociology’siessentially unreflective and uncritical
mterpretation of ifs own practices. While the: sociological theory-of each of these,
women is a product of individual theoretical effort, when' they are. read collecmfely
they represent a surprisingly coherent and complementary stateinent’ of early
feminist sociological theory.

The chief hallmarks of their theories, hallmarks which may in part account for
their being passed over in the development of professmnal sociology, include:
(1) an.emphasis on women’s experience and women’s lives and works -as equally
as important as.men’s; (2) following from that emphasis, an awaréness that they
spoke from a.situated .and embodied standpoint and therefore, for the most part, not
with the tone of imperious objectivity that male sociological theory would come to
associate with anthoritative theory making; (3) the idea that the purpose of socmlogy
and. soc1olog1ca1 theory is social reform—that is, the end is to 1mprovc peop]e 5 llvesf
time was. mequahty What perhaps distinguishes them most from each other is the:
nature of and the remedy for the inequality on which they focused———gendcr race;
or class, or the intersection of these. All these women translated their views. into
social and political activism that helped to shape and change the North Atlaiitic
societies in which they lived, and this activism was as much a part of their sense
of doing'sociology as creating-theory was. They believed in social science research
as part of both their theoretical and activist enactments of sociology and were highly
creative innovators of social science method.

As the developing discipline of sociology marginalized these women as
sociologists and sociological theorists, it often incorporated their research methods
into its own practices, while using their activism asan excuse to define these women
as “not sociologists.” Thus ‘they are remembered as social activists and social
workers rather than sociologists. Their heritage is a sociological theory that is a call
to dction ‘as well as to thought.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY TO MID-CENTURY

The Rise of Harvard, the vy League,
and Structural Functionalism

We can trace the rise of sociology at Harvard from the. arrival of Pitirim Sorokin
in 1930. When Sorokin arrived at Harvard, there was no sociology department, but:
by the end of his first year one had been organized, and he had been appointed its
head. Although Sorokin was a sociological theorist, and he continued to publish into
the 1960s, his work is surprisingly little cited today. His theorizing has not stood
the test of time very well. Sorokin’s long-term significance may well have been
in the creation of the Harvard sociology department and the hiring of Talcott Parsons
(who had been an instructor of economics at Harvard) for the position of instructor
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PITIRIM A. SORCKIN: A Biographical Sketch

Pitirim Sorokin was born in a remote village in Russia on
January 21, 1888. in his teenage years, -and while a
seminary student, Sorokin was arrested for revolutionary
activities and spent four months. in prison. Eventually,
Sorokin made his way to St.. Petersburg University and
interspersed diligent studies, teaching résponsibilities,
-and revolutionary activitieg that once again landed him in
prisan briefly. Sorokin's dissertation was scheduled to be
defanded in March 1917, but before his examination could
take place, the Russian Revolution was under: way.
Sorokin was not able-to eam his doctorate until 1922.
Activein-the revolution, but opposed to_the Bolsheviks,
Sorokln tock a position in Kerensky's provisional govern-
ment. But' when the Bolsheviks emerged victorious,
Sorokin once.again found himself in prison, this time at the-hands. of the Bolsheviks.
Eventually, under- direct orders:from Lenin, Sarokin was freed and allowed to return’to the
university-and-pick up where he had left off. However, his work was censored; and he was
harassed by the secret police. Sorokin finally was allowed to leave Russia, and, after.a stay
in Czechoslovakia, he:arrived in the United States in October 1923.

At first, Sorokin gave lectures at various universities, but eventually he obtained a position
at the University of Minnesota. He soon became ‘a full professor: Sorokin already had
published several books in Russia, and he continued to-turn them out at a. prodigious rate
in the United States. Of his productivity at Minnesota, Sorokin said, | knew it exceeded the
lifetime-productivity of the average socmloglst" (1963 224). Books such as-Social Mobility
and Contemporary Sociological Theoties, gave hirm a national reputation,.and by 1929 he was
offered (and. accepted) the first chair at Harvard University in sociology. The position was
placed in the department of économics because, there was not yet a sociology department.
‘at Harvard.

Soon after his arrival at Harvard, a separate department of-sociclogy was created, and
Sorokin was named.as itsfirst chairman. In that position, Sorokin helped build the mast
important socnology departmént in the United States. During this period, Sorokin alsc
completed what would become his best-known work, Social and Cultural Dynamics
(1937-41).

Pitirim Scrokin has been described as “the Peck's bad boy and devil's advocate of
American sociology” (Wiliams, 1980b:100); Blessed with-an'enormous ego, Sorokin seemed
critical of almost everyone and everything. As'a result, Sorokin and his work wére the subject
of much critical analysis. Al of this is’ clear in an excerpt from a letter he wrote to the-editor
of the American Journal of Sociology:

of -sociology. Parsons became the dominant figure in American sociology for
introducing European theorists.to an American audience, for his own sociological
theories, and for his many studénts who themselves became lTla_]Ol' sociological
theorists.

Pitirim Sorokin (1889-1968) Sorokin wrote an enormous amourit and de-
veloped a theory that, if anything; surpassed Parsons’s in scope-and complexity. The
most complete, statement of this theory is contained in-the four-volume Social .and
Culrural Dynamics, published between, 1937 and 1941. In it; Sorokin drew on'a wide
range of empirical data 1o develop a genefal theory of social and cultural
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The strongly disparaging character of the reviews is:a.good omen for my books because of a high
carrelation between the damning of my books . . . and their subsequent caréer. The mare strongly thiey
have teen damned (and practically all my books were damned by your reviewers), the mora significant
and successful Were my darhned works.

{Sorokin, 1963:229)

One ofSorokin's more interesting and long-running: feuds was with Talcott Parsons.
Parsons had been appointed at Harvard as an instructor of sociology when Sorokin was
.chairman of;the department., Under Sorokin's leadership, Parsons made very slow career

progress at Harvard. Eventually, however, he emerged as the dominant sociologist at Harvard
and in the United States. The conflict between Sorokin and Parsons was heightened by the
extensive overlap between their theories. Despite the similarities, Parsons’s work attracted
a far wider and far more enduring audience than did Sorokin's. As the years went by, Sarokin
‘developed a rather interesting attitude toward Parsons!s work, which was reflected in several
of his.books. On,the one hand, he was inclined to criticize.Parsons for stealing many of his
best ideas. On'the other hand, he was severely critical of Parsonsian theory.

Another tension in_ their relationship was over graduate students. One of the great
achievements of the early Harvard department was its ability to atiract talented graduate
students like Robert Merton. Although these students were influenced by the ideas of both
men, Parsons's influence proved more enduring than Sorokin's. Merton was Sorokin's
graduate assistant, but.he did not accept Sorckin's theoretical orientation. When Merton
‘submitted'a paper Iaylng out his preliminary thoughts on his dissertation, Sorokin responded:
“iAs a termipaper—it is O:K. You will get somethmg like A—. But, from a deeper and the anly
important standpdint | have to make several—and sharp—criticisms of your paper” (cited in
Merton, 1989:203).

Parsons replaced Sorokin:as'chairman of the sociology department and transformed it
into the Departmenti of Social Relations. Of that, Sorokin said:

So | am not responsible for whatever has happened te the departmerit since, either forits merging
with abnormal; and. social psychology and cultural anthropology to form a “Department of Social
Relationis,” ‘or. for the drowning’ of .sociology in an ecieétic mass of tha odds and -ends-of these
disciplines. .. . . The Department of.Social Relations . . . has hardly-produced as many. distinguished
soclblogists‘as'the Department of Sociology did . .. under my chairmanship.

(Sorokin, 1963:251)

Sorokin was eventually isolated in the Harvard department, relegated to a-*desolate locking”
office, and reduced to putting a mimeographed statément under the doors of departmental
offices claiming that Parsans had stolen his ideas {Coser, 1877:490),

Sorokin died.on:February 11, 1968.

change. In contrast to those who sought to develop evolutionary theories of social
change, Sorokin developed a cyclical theory. He saw societies as oscillating among
three different types of ‘mentalitics—sensate, ideational, and idealistic. Societies
dominated by sensatism emphasize the role of the senses in comprehending reality;
those dominated by a more transcendental and highly religious way of understand-
ing reality are ideational; and idealistic societies are transitional types balancing
sensatism and religiosity.

The motor of social change is to be found in the internal logic of each of these
systems. That is, they are pressed internally to extend their mode of thinking to
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its logical extreme. Thus a sensate society ultimately becomes so sensual that it
provides the. groundwork for its own demise. As sensatism reaches its loglcal end
point, people turn to ideational systems as a refuge. But once such a system has
gained ascendancy, it too is pushed to its end point, with the result that society
becomes excessively religious. The stage is then set for the rise of an idealistic
culture.and, uitimately, for the cycle to repeat itself. Sorokin not only developed an
elaborate theory of social change, but he also marshaléd-detailed evidence from art,
philosophy, politics, and so forth to support his theory. It was clearly an impressive
accomplishment.

There is much more to Sorokin’s theorizing; but'this introduction should give the
reader a feeling for the breddth of’ his work. It is difficult to explain why Sorokin
has fallen out of favor'in.sociological theory. Perhaps it is the result of one of the
things that Sorokin loved to attack, and'in fact wrote a book-about, Fads.and Foibles
in Modern Sociology and Related Sciences (1956). It may be thar-Sorokin will be
rediscovered by a future generallon of sociological theorists. At the moment, his
work remains outside the mainstréain of modern soclologlcal theorizing.

Talcott Parsons (1902-1979) Although'he published some early essays, Par-
sons’s major contribution ‘in. the early years was in his influence on graduate stu-
dents who themselves were to become notable sociological theorists. The most
famous ‘'was Robert Merton, who received his Ph.D. in 1936 and soon became a
major theorist and the heart of Parsonsiati-style theorizing at Columbia University.
In the same year (1936), Kingsley Davis received his Ph.D., and he, along with
Wilbert Moore (who received his Harvard degree in 1940), wrote one of the central
works in structural-functional theory, the theory that was to become the major
product of Parsons and the Parsonsians. But Parsons’s. influence was not restricted
‘to the 1930s. Reniarkably, lie produced graduate stiidents of great influence-well into
the 1960s.

“The pivotal year for Parsons and for American sociological theory was 1937, the.
year in which he published The Structure of Social Action. This book was of
significance to sociological theory in America for four main reasons: First, it served
to introduce grand European theorizing to.a large American audience. The bulk of
the book was-devoted to Durkheim, Webet, and Pareto. His interpretations of these
theorists shaped their images in American.sociology for many years.

Second, Parsons devoted almost no attention 10 Marx (or to Simmel [Levine,
1991a]) although he emphasized the work of Durkheim'and Weber and even Pareto.
As a result, Marxian theory continued to be largely excluded from legitimate
sociology.

Third, The Structure of Social Action made the.case for sociological th¢orizing
as a Iegitimate -and significant:sociological activity. The theorizing that.has taken
place in the: United States since then-owes a deep debt to Parsons’s work:

Fmally Parsons argued for spemﬁc socmloglca] theories that were to have a
profound .influence on sociology. ‘At first, Parsons was thought of, afd thought of
himself,.as.an action theorist. He seemed to’focus,on actors and their thoughts and
actions. But by the close of his.1937 work and increasingly.in-his'later work, Parsons
sounded more like a structural-functional theorist focusing on large-scale social.and
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cultural systems. Although Parsons argued ‘that there was no contradiction between'
these theories, he became best known as a structural functionalist, and he was the
primary exponent of this theory, which gained dominance within sociology and
maintained that position until the 1960s. Parsons’s theoretical strength, and that.of
, structural functlonallsm lay in delineating the relationships among lirge-scale.
socnal_structures and institutions (see' Chaptér 13).

Parsons’s major statements on his structural-functional theory came in the early
1950s in several works, most notably The Socigl System (1951 [Barber, 1994]). In
that work and others, Parsons tended to concentrate on the structures of society and
their relationship to.each other. These Structures were'seen as mutually supportive:
and.tending toward a dynamic equilibrium. The emphasis was on how order was
maintained among the various elements of society. Change was seen as.an orderly
process, and Parsons (1966, 1971) ultimately came to adopt a neoevolutionary view
of social change. Parsons was concerned not only with the social system per se but
also with its relatlonsh1p to the other action systems, especially the cultural and
personality systems. But his basic view on intersystemic relations was essentially
the: same as his view of intrasystemic relations, that is, that they were defined by
cohesion, consensus, and order. In other words, the various social structures
performed a variety of positive functions for each other.

It is cléar, then, why Parsons came to be defined primarily as a structural
Junctionalist. As his fame grew, so did the strength of structural-functional theory
in the United States. His work lay at the core of this theory, but kis students and
disciples also"concentrated on extending both the theory and its dominance in the
United States.

Although Parsons played.a number of important and positive roles in the his-
tory of sociological theory in the United States, his work also had negative
consequences. First; he offered interpretations of European.theorists that seemed (o
reflect his own theoretical orientation more than theirs. Many American sociologists
were initially exposed to erroneous interpretations of the European masters. Second,
as already pointed out, early.in his: career Parsons largely ignored Marx, with the
result that Marx’s-ideas continued for many years on the periphery of sociology.
Third, his own theory as it developed over-the years had a number of serious
weaknesses. However, Parsons’s preeminence in American sociology served for
many years to mute or overwhelm the critics. Not until much later did the
weaknesses of Parsons’s theory, ahd more generally of structural functionalism,
receive a full airing.

But we are getting too far ahead of the story, and we need to return to the early
19305 and other developments at Harvard. We can gain a good deal of insight into
the development of the Harvard department by looking at it through an account of
its ‘other major figure, Géorge Homans.

George Homans (1910-1989) A wealthy Bostonian, George Homans received
his bachelor’s degree from Harvard in 1932 (Homans, 1962, 1984; sée also Bell,
1992). As a result of the Great Depression, he was unemployed but certainly not
penmless In the fall of 1932, L.J. Henderson, a physiologist, was offering a course
in the theories of Vilfredo Pareto, and Homans was invited to attend and accepted.
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(Parsons also attenided the Pareto seminars.) Homans’s description of why he was
drawn to and taken with Pareto says much about why American sociological theory
was so highly conservative, 50 anti-Marxist:

I ook to Pareto because he made clear to me what [ was already prepared to believe.
do not know all the reasons why I was ready for him, but I can give one. Someone has
said that much modern sociology is an effort to answer the arguments of the re-
volutionaries. As a Republican Bostonian who had not rejected his comparatively wealthy
family; 1 felt during the thirties that I was under personal attack, above all from the
Marxists. | was teady to believe Parelo because he provided me with a defense.
(Homans, 1962:4)

Homans’s exposure to Paréio led to a book, An hitroduction to Pareto (coauthored
with Charles Curtis), publishedin 1934. The publication of this book made Homans.
a sociologist even though Pareto’s work-was virtually the only sociology he had read
up to that point.

In 1934 Homans was named a junior fellow at Harvard, a program started to
avoid the problems associated with the Ph.D. program. In fact, Homans never did
earn a Ph.D. even though he became one of the major sociological figures of his
‘day. Homans was a junior fellow until 1939, and in those years he absorbed more
and ' more sociology. In 1939 Homans was affiliated with the sociology department,
but the connection was broken_ by the war.

By the time. Homans had returned from the war, the Department of Social
Relations had been founded by Parsons at Harvard, and Homans joined it. Although
Homans respected some aspects of Parsons’s work, he was highly critical of
Parsons’s style of theorizing. A long-running exchange began between the two men
that later manifested itself publicly in the pages of many books and ;journals.
Basically, Homans argued that Parsons’s theory was not a theory-at all but rather
a vast system of intellectual categories into which most aspects of the social world
fit, Further, Homans believed that theory should be built from the ground up on the
basis of careful observations of the social world. Parsons’s theory, however, started
on the general theoretical level and worked its way down to the empirical level.

In his-own work, Homans-amassed a'large number of empirical observations over
the years, but it was only in the 1950s- that he hit upon a satisfactory theoretical
approach with which to analyze these data. That theory was psychological
béhaviorism, as’it was best expressed in the ideas of his colleague at Harvard, the
psychologist B. F. Skinner. On the basis of this perspective, Homans developed his
exchange:theory. We will pick up the story of this theoretical development later in
the chapter. The crucial point here is that. Harvard and its major theoretical product,
structural functionalism, became preeminent in sociology in the late 1930s,
replacing the Chicago schiool and symbolic interactionism.

The Chicago School in Decline

We left the Chicago department in the mid-1930s on the wane with the death of
Mead, the departure of Park, the revolt of eastern sociologists,-and the founding of
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the American Sociological Review. But the Chicago school did not disappear. Into
the early 1950s it continued to be an important fofce in sociology. Important Ph.D:s
were still ‘produced there, such as Anselm Strauss and Amold Rose. Major figures.
remained at Chicago, such as Everett Hughes (Faught, 1980), who was of. centra)
importance:to the development of the sociology of occupations.

However, the central figure in the Chicago department in this era was Herbert
Blumer (1900-1987) (Symbolic Interaction, 1988). He was a major exponent of the
theoretical approach developed at Chicago out of the work of Mead, Cooley,
Simmel, Park, Thomas, and others. In fact, it was Blumer who coined the phrase
symbolic interactionism in 1937, Blumer played a key role in keepmg this tradition
alive through his teaching at Chicago. He also wrote a number. of essays that were
instrumiental in kegping. symbolic interactionism vital into the 1950s. Blumer was
also important because of the organizational pasitions he held in sociology. From
1930 to 1935, he.was the secretary-treasurer of the American Sociological Society,
and in 1956 he became its president. More important, he held institutional positions
that affected the nature of what was published in sociclogy. Between 1941.and 1952,
he was editor of the American Journal of Sociology and was instrumental in keeping
itone ofithe major outlets for work in the Chicago tradition in general and symbolic
interactionism in' particular.

While the East Coast universities were coming under. the sway of structural
functionalism, the: Midwest rémained (and to some degree to this day remains) a
stronghold of symbolic:interactionism. In'the 1940s, major symbolic interactionists.
fanned out across the Midwest—Arnold Rose was at Minnesota, Robert Habenstein
at Missouri, Gregory Stone at Michigan State, and, most important, Manford Kuhn
(1911-1963) at lowa.

A split developed between Blumer-it Chicago and Kuhn at Towa: in fact, people
began o talk of the differences between the Chicago and the Iowa schools of
symbolic interactionism. Basically, the split. occurred over the issue of science and
methodology. Kuhn accepted the symbolic-interactionist focus on actors and théir
thoughts and actions, but he argued that they should be studied more scientifically-—
for example, by using questionnaires. Blumer was infavor of “softer” methods such
as sympathetic introspection and participant observation.

Despite this flurry of activity, the Chicago school was.in decline, especially given
the- movement of Blumer in 1952 from Chicago to the University of California at
Berkeley. The University of Chicago continued to have a strong sociology
department, of course, but it had less and less in common with the Chicago tradition,
Although the Chicago school was moribund, symbolic interactionism still had
vitality, with its major exponents being dispersed across the country.

Developments in Marxian Theory

From the early 1900s to the 1930s, Marxian theory had continued to develop largely
independently of mainstream sociological theory. At least partially, the exception to
this was the emergence of the critical, or Frankfurt, school out of the earlier Hegelian
Marxism.
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The idea of a Frankfurt school for the development of Marxian theory was the-
product of Felix J. Weil. The Institute of Social.Research was officially founded in
Frankfurt, Germany, on February 3, 1923 (Bottomore, 1984; Wiggershaus, 1994).
Over the years, a number of the most famous thinkers in Marxian theory were
associated with the ¢ritical school—Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Erich
Fromm, Herbert Marcuse, and, more recently, Jurgen Habermas.

The institute functioned in Germany until 1934, but by then things were growing
increasingly uncomfortable under the Nazi regime, The Nazis had little use for the
Marxian ideas that dominated the institute, and their hostility was heightened
because many of those associated with the institute were Jewish. In 1934
Horkheimer, as head of the institute, carmié.to.New York to discuss its status with
the president of Columbia University. Much to Horkheimer’s surprise, he was
invited to affiliate the institute: with the university, and he was even offered a
building on campus. And so'a center of Marx1an theory moved to the center of the
capitalist world. The institute stayéd there until the end of the war, but after the war,
pressure mounted to return it to Germany: In 1949, Horkheimer did return to
Germany,-and he brought the institute with him. Although. the institute itself moved
to Germany, many of the figures associated with it took independent career
directions.

Ttis iinportant to underscore a few of the most important aspects of critical theory
In its early years, those associated with the institute tended to be fairly traditional
Marxists. devoting a good portion of their attention to-the economic domain. But
around 1930, a major change tock place as.this group of thinkers began to shift its
attention from the économy to the cultural system, which it came to see as the major
force in modern capitalist society. This was consistent with, but an extension of, the
position. taken earlier by Hegelian Marxists like Georg Lukéacs. To help them
understand. the cultural domain, the critical theorists were attracted to the work of
Max Weber (Greisman and Ritzer, 1981).: The effort to combine Marx with Weber
gave the ctitical school some of its distinctive orientations and sefved in later years
to make it more:legitimate to sociologists who began to grow interested in Marxian
theory..

A second major step taken by at least some members of the critical school
was ‘to employ the rigorous social-scientific techniques developed by American
sociologists to research issues of interest to Marxists. This, like the adoption
of Weberian theory, made the critical school more acceptable tor mainstream
sociologists.

Third, critical theorists made an effort to integrate-individually oriented Freudian
theory with the societal- and cultural-level insights of Marx and Weber. This seemed
o many sociologists to represent a‘more inclusive‘theory than that offered by cither
Marx or Weber. alone. If nothing else; the effort to combine such disparate theories.
proved stimulating; to sociologists and many other intellectuals.

The critical school has done much useful work since the 1920s, and a signifi-
cant.amount of it is of relevance to sociologists. However, the critical school had
to await the latc 1960s before it was' “discovered” by large:numbers of American
theorists.
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Karl Mannheim and the Sociology of Knowledge.

Brief mention should be tmade at this point of the work of Karl Mannheim
{1893-1947). Born in Hungary, Mannheim was forced to move first to Germaily
and later to England. Influenced by the work-of Marx on ideology, as ‘well as
that of Weber, Simmel, and the neo-Marxist ‘Georg. Lukécs, Mannheim is best
known for his work on systems of knowledge (for example, conservatismy}.
In fact, he is almost singiehandedly responsible for the creation of the contem-
porary field known as the sociology of knowledge. Also of significance is his
thinking on rationality, which tends to pick up themes developed in Weber’s
work on-this topic but deals with them in a far more concise and-a much clearer
mannet: '

From a'base in England starting in the 1930s, Karl Mannheim was busy creating
a set of theoretical’ideas-that.provided the foundation for an area of sociology—the
sociology of knowledge—that continues to be important to-this day. Mannheim; of:
course, built-on the work of many predecessors, most notably Karl Marx (although
Mannheim was’ far from being a Marxist). Basically, the sociology of knowledge
ivolves the systematic study of knowledge, ideas, or intellectual phenomena in
general. To Mannheim, knowledge is determined by social existence. For example,
Mannheim seeks to relate the ideas of a group to their position in the social structure,
Marx did this by relating ideas to social classes, but Mannheim extends this
perspective. by linking ideas to a variety of different positions within society (for.
example, differences between generanons)

In addition. to playing a major role in. creating the sociology of knowledge,
Mannheim is perhaps best known for his distinction between two idea systems—
ideology and utopia. An ideology is an idea system that seeks to conceal and
conserve the present by intérpreting it from the point of view of the past. A utopia,
in contrast, is-a system of ideas that seeks to transcend the present by focusing on
the :future: Conflict between ideologies and utopias is an ever-present reality in
society.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY FROM MID-CENTURY

Structural Functionalism: Peak and Decline

The 1940s and 1950s were paradoxically the years of greatest dominance and the
beginnings of the decline of structural functionalism. In these years, Parsons
produced his major statements that clearly reflected his shift from action theory to
structural functionalism. Parsons’s students had fanned out across the country and
occupied dominant positions in many of the major sociology- departments (for
example, Columbia and Cornell). These students were producing works of their own
that were widely recognized contributions to structural-functional theory. For
example, in 1945 Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore published an‘essay analyzing
social stratification from a structural-functional perspective. It was one of the
clearest statements ever made of the structural-functional view. In it, they argued
that stratification was a structure that was functionally necessary for the existence
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of society. In other words, in ideological terms they came down on the side of
inequality.

In 1949 Merton (1949/1968) published an essay that became the program
statement of structural functionalism. In'it, Merton carefully sought to delineate the
essential elements of the thieory and to extend it in some new directions. He made
it clear that structural functionalism should deal ot only with positive functions but
also with negative consequences (dysfunctions). Moreover, it should focus on the
net balance of functions and dysfunctions or whether a structure is overall more
functional or more dysfunctional.-

However, just as it was gaining theoretical iegemony, structural functionalism
came under attack, and the.dttaéks mounted antil they reached a crescendo in the
1960s and 1970s. The Davis-Moore structural-functional theory of stratification was
attacked from the start, and the criticisms persist:to this day. Beyond that, a series
of more general criticisms received even wider recognition in the discipline. There
was an attack by C. Wright Mills on.Parsons in 1959, and other major ‘criticisms
were mounted by David Lockwood (1956), Alvin Gouldner (1959/ 1967, 1970), and
Irving Horowitz (1962/1967). In the 1950s, these attacks were seen as. little inore
than “guerrilla taids,” but as sociology moved mto the 1960s, the dominance of
structural functionalism was clearly in jeopardy.*

George Huaco (1986) linked the rise-dnd decline‘of structural functionalism to
the. position of American society in the world order. As America rose to world
dominance after 1945, structural functionalism achieved hegemony within soci-
ology. Structural functionalism supported America’s dominant position in the
world in two ways. First, the structural- functional view that “every pattern has
consequences which contributé to the preservation and survival of the larger
system™ was ‘“‘nothing less than a celebration of the. United States and its world
hegemony” (Huaco, 1986:52). Second, the structural-functional emphasis on
equ1||bnum (the best social change is no change) meshed well with the interests of
the United States, then “the wealthiest and most powerful empire in the world.”
The decline of U.S. world domifarice iri the 19705 coincided with structiral
functionalism's loss of its preeminent position in sociological theory.

Radical Sociology in America: C: Wright Mills

As ‘we have seen, although Marxian theory was' largely ignored or reviled by
mainstream American sociologists, there were: exceptions, the most notable of
which is C. Wright Mills (1916-1962). Mills is noteworthy for his almost
single-handed -effort to keep a Marxian tradition alive \in sociological theory:
Modern Marxian sociologists have far outstripped Mills in" theoretical sophistica-
1ion, but they owe him a deep debt nonetheless for the personal and professional
activities that helped set the stage for theirown ‘work (Alt, 1985-86). Mills wasnot

4 In.spite of this,.Patricia. Wilner {1985) reports.a continuing focus-on “consensus” articles in.the
Ameérican Sociological’ Review between 1936 and 1982. However, it should be added that' although
stracioral, fungtionalism is'sormetimes called congensus theory, a focus'on consensus does nof mean-that
one . is HELESSHFII}' using structural-functional theory,
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C. WRIGHT MILLS: A Bicgraphical Sketch

C. Wright Mills \Was bom on August 28, 1916, in Waco,
Texas. He came.from a conventional middle-class back-
ground; his father was an insurance broker and his mother
a housewife. He attended the University of Texas and by
1939 had obtained both a bachelor's and a master's

‘major sociclogy joumals. Mills did his doctoral work at,
and received a Ph.D. from, the University of Wisconsin
_(Scirnecca, 1977). He took his first job at the University of
Maryland but spent.the bulk of his career, from 1945 until
his death, at Columbia University.

Mills was a man in a hurry {Horowitz, 1 983). By the time
he died at forty -five.from his fourth heart attack, Mills had
made a number of important contributions to sociology.

One of themost striking things about C. Wright Mills was his combativeness; he seemed
to'be constantly at war. He had a tumultuous personal life, characterized by many affairs,
three marriages, and a child from each marriage. He-had an equally tumultuous professional
life. He seemed to have fought.with and;against everyone and everything. As.a graduate
student at Wisconsin, he took on anumber of his professors, Later, In one of his early essays,
he engaged in a-thinly disguised critique of the ex-chairman of the Wisconsin department.
He called the senior theorist at Wisconsin, Howard Becker, a “real fool® {Horowitz, 1983), He
eventually came into conflict-with-his coauthor, Hans Gerth, who called Mills “an exceilent
operator, whippersnapper, promising young.man on‘the make; and Texas cowboy ala'ride
and shoot” (Horowitz, 1983:72). As a professor at Columbia, Mills was isolated and estranged
from his colleagues. Said one of his Columbia colleagues;

There was no estrangemert between Wright and me. We bagan estranged. Indeed, at the memorial
services or mesting that was organized at Columbia University at hisdeath, | seemed.to'be the only
persan who-colld not say; ‘I'used lo be his friend. but we became somewhat distant.' It was rather
the reverse.

{cited in Horowitz, 1983:83)

Mitls was.an outsider-and he knew.it: “I'am an outlander, not only regionally, but down deep
and for good” (Horowitz, 1983; 84)..In The Sociological imagination (1959), Mills challenged
not only the dominant theorist of his day, Talcott Parsons, but also the dominant
methodologist, Paul Lazarsfeld, who also happened-to be a calleague at Columbia.

Mills, of course, was’at odds not only with people; he was also at-odds with American
society'and challenged it on:a variety of fronts. But perhaps most telling is the fact that when
Mills visited the Soviet Union and'was honored'as a major critic of American society, he took
the occasion to attack the censorship in the Soviet Union with a toast to an early Soviet leader
‘who had been purged and murdered by the Stalinists: “To the day when the complete works
of Leon Trotsky are published in the'Soviet Union!” {Tiiman, 1984:8)

C. Wright. Mills died in Nyack, New York, on March 20, 1962,

degree. He was qiite an-unusual student who, by the time.
he left Texas, already had published articles in the two-

a Marxist, and he did not read Marx until the mid-1950s. Even then he was restricted
to the few available En;:hsh translations. because he could not read German.
Because Mills had published most of his major works by then. his work was: not

informed by a very sophisticated Marxian theory.



64  CLASSICAL SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

Mills pubhshed two.major works that reflected his radical politics as well as his
weaknesses in Marxian theory. The first was Whire Collar (1951), an acid critique
of the status of a growing occupational category, white-collar workers. The second
was The Power Elite: (1956), a book that sought to show how America was
dominated by -a small group of businessmen, politicians, and military leaders.
Saridwiched in between was his most theoretically sophjsr.lcated work, Character

and Social Structure (1953), coauthored with Hans Gerth (Gerth, 1993). Tronically,
considering Mills’s major role in the history of Marxian sociological theory, this
book was stronger in Weberian and Freudian theory than in Marxian theory.
Nevertheless, the book is;a major theoretical contribution, though it is not widely
because it-did_not seem to fitwell with Mills’s best-known
radical works. In fact it was. heavily inflienced by Hans Gerth, who had a keen
interest in Weberian theory.

In the 1950s, Mills’s interest moved more in the direction of Marxism and
in the problems of the Third World: This interest resulted in a book on the
communist révolution in Cuba, Listeri, Yankee: The Revolution in Cuba (1960),
and another book, entitled The Marxists (1962). Mills’s radicalism put him on
the periphery of American sociology. He was the object of much criticism, and
he, in turn, became a severe-critic of sociology. The critical attitude culminated
in The Sociological Imagination (1959). Of particular note is Mills’s severe
criticism of Talcott Parsons and his practice of grand theory: In fact, many
sociologists were more familiar with Mills’s critique than they were with the
details of Parsons’s work.

The Sociological Imagination is also noted for its distinction between personal
troubles and public issues, as well as the. objecuve of linking. the two. This approach
is reminiscent, within.the realm of social problems, of the focus of Character and
Social Structure: the relationship between “the pnvate and the public, the innermost
acts of the individual with the widest kinds of socio-historical phenomena™ (Gerth
and Mills, 1953:xvi). The issue of personal troubles and public issues, and their
.relannshlp, has beern extraordinarily infliential in sociology, mcludlng providing
the organizing schema for Expressing America: A Critigue of the Global Credit
Card Society (Ritzer, 1995).

Mills died in' 1962, an outcast'in:sociology. However, before.the-decade-was out,
hoth radlcal sociology.and Marxian theory were to-begin'to make important inroads
into-the discipline.,

The Development of Conflict Theory

Another precursor to a true union of Marxism and’ sociological theory was the
development ofa COHﬁ]Ct -theory alternative:to structural functionalism. As we have
just seen, structural functionalism had no sooner gained leadership in sociological
theory than it came under increasing attack. The attack was multifaceted; structural
functionalism was. accused of such things-as being pohtu:ally conservative, unable
to deal with-social change because of its focus on static structures, and incapable
of adequately analyzing social conflict.
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One of the results of this criticism was an effort on the part of a number of
sociologists to overcome the problems of structural functionalism by mtegratmg a
concern for structure ‘with an interest in conflict. This work constituted thie
development of conflict theory as an alternative to structural-functional theory.
Unfortunately, it often seemed little. more than a mirror image of structural
functionalism with little intellectual integrity of its own.

The first effort of note was Lewis Coser’s (1956) book on the functions:of ‘social
conflict (Jaworski, 1991). This work clearly tried to deal with soctal conflict:from
within. the framework of a structural-functional view of the world., Although it is
useful to look at the functions of conflict, there is much more to the study of conflict
than.an analysis of its positive functions.

Other people sought to reconcile the differences betweeén structural functionalism
and conflict theory (Coleman, 1971; Himes, 1966; van den’ Berghe, 1963). Although
these efforts had some utility, the authors were generally guilty of papering over the
major differences between the two theoretical alternatives (Frank, 1966/ 1974).

The biggest problem with most of conflict theory was that it lacked what it needed
most—a sound basis in Marxian theory. After all, Marxian theory was well
developed outside of sociology and should have provided a base on which to
develop a sophisticited sociological theory of conflict. The one exception here is
the work of Ralf Dahrendorf (born 1929).

Dahrendorf is a European scholar who is well versed in Marxian theory He.
sought to embed his. conflict theory in the Marxian tradition. However, in the end
his conflict theory locked more like a mirror image of structural functionalism than
like a Marxian theory of conflict. Dahrendorf’s major work, Class and Class
Conflict in Industrial Society (1959), was the most influential piece in conflict
theory, but that was largely because it sounded so much like structural functionalism
that it was palatable to mainstream sociologists. That is, Dahrendorf operated at the
same level of analysis as the structural fanctionalists (structures and institutions)
and looked at many of the same issues. (In other words, structural functionalism and
conflict theory are part of the same paradigm; see Appendix.) Dahrendorf
recognized that although aspects of the social system could fit together rather. neatly,
there also could be considerable conflict and tension among them.

In the end, conflict theory should be seen as little more than a. transitional
development in the history of sociological theory. It failed because it did not go far
enough in the direction of Marxian theory. It was still too early in the 1950s and
1960s for Ametican sociology to accept a full-fledged Marxian approach. But
conflict theory was helpful in setting the stage for the beginning of that acceptance
by the late 1960s.

We should note the contribution to conflict theory by Randall Collins (1975,
1990, 1993b). On the one hand, Collins's effort suffers from the same weakness
as the other works in the conflict tradition; it is relatively impoverished in terms of
Marxian theory. On the other, Collins did 1dent1fy another weakness in'the conflict
tradition, and he attempted to’ overcome it. The problem is that conflict theory
generally focuses on social structures; it has little or nothing-to say about actors
and their thoughts and actions. Collins, schooled in the phenomenological-
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ethnomethodological tradition (which will be discussed shortly), attempted to move
conflict theory in this direction.

The Birth of Exchange Theory

Ariother important theoretical development in the 1950s was the rise of exchange
theory. The major figure i in this development is George Homans, a sociologist whom
we. left earlier, just as he was being drawn to B. F Skinner’s psychological
behaviorism. Skinner’s behaviorism is a major-source of Homans's, and soci-
ology’s, exchange theory.

Dissatisfied with Parsons’s deductive strategy of developing theory, Homans
was casting .about for 4 workable alternative for handling sociological theory
inductively. Further, Homans wanted to.stayaway from the cultural and structural
foci of Parsonsian theory and wanted to concentrate instead on people and their
behavior. With this in mind, Homans:turned to the work of his colleague at Harvard,
B. E..Skinner. At first, Homans did not see how Skinner’s propositions, developed
to help explain.the behavior of pigeons, might be useful for understanding human
social behavior. But-as Homans looked:further at data from sociological studies of
small groups and anthropological studies of primitive societies, he began to see that
Skinner's behaviorism was applicable and that it provided a theoretical alternative
to Parsonsian-style structural functionalism. This realization led to an article entitled
“Social Behavior as Exchange” in. 1958 and in 1961 to a full-scale, book-length
statement.of Homans’s theoretical position, Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms.
These works represented the birth of exchange theory as an important perspective;
in sociology. Since then exchange theory has attracted a good deal of attention, both
positive and. negative.

Homans’s basic view was that the heart of sociology lies in the study of
individual behavior and ‘interaction. He was little interested in consciousness or in
the various kinds of large-scale structures and institutions that were of concem (0
‘most sociologists. His main interest was rather in the reinforcement: patterns, the
history of rewards and costs, that lead people to do what they do. Basically, Homans
argued that people continue to do what they have found to be rewarding in the past.
Conversely, they cease doing what has proved to be costly-in the past. In order to
understand behavior, we need to understand an individual’s history of rewards and
costs. Thus, the: focus. of sociology should not be on- consciousness or on social
structures and institutions but on"patterns_of reinforcement.

As its name suggest, ekchange theory is concerned not only with individual
behavior but also with interaction between people involving an exchange of rewards
and. costs.. The premise is that interactions are likely to continue when there'is an
exchange of rewards. Conversely, interactions that:are costly to one or both parties
are much less likely to continue.

Another major statement in exchange theory is Peter Blau’s Exchange and Power
in Social Life, published in 1964. Blau basically adopted Homans’s perspective, but
there ‘was:an important difference. Whereas Homans was content to deal mainly
with elementary forms of social behavior, Blau wanted to ‘integrate this with
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exchange at the structural and cultural levels, beginning with exchanges among
actors, but quickly moving on to the larger structures that emerge out of this
exchange. He ended by dealing with exchanges among large-scale structures. This
approach is very different from the exchange theory envisioned by Homans. In some
senses, it-represents a return to the kind of Parsonsian-style theorizing-that Homans
found so objectfonablé. Nevertheless; the effort to deal with both small- and
large-scale exchange in an.integrated way proved a useful theoretical step..

Although he was eclipsed for many years by Homans and Blau, Richard
Emerson (1981) has emerged as a central figure in exchange theory (Molm' and
€ook, 1995). He is noted particularly for his effort to develop a more integrated
micro-macro approach to exchange theory. Exchange theory has now developed
into a. significant strand of sociological theory, and it continues to attract new
adherents and to take new directions (Cook, O'Brien, and Kollock, 1990; se¢
also- the ensuing discussion):

Dramaturgical Analysis: The Work of Erving Goffman

Erving Goffman (1922-1982} is ofien thought of as the last major thinker associated
with the -original Chicago school (Travers, 1992; Tseclon, 1992).. He received his
Ph.D. from Chicago in 1953, one year after Herbert Blumer (who had been *
Goffman’s teacher) had left Chicago for Berkeley. Soon after, Goffman joined
Blumer at Berkeley, where they were able to develop something of a center of
symbolic interactionism. However, it never became-anything like what Chicago had
been. Blumer was past his organizational prime, and Goffman did not become a
focus of graduate-student work. After 1952 the fortunes of symbolic interactionism
declined, .although it.continues to be 4 prominent sociological. théory.

In spite of the decline of symbolic.interactionism in general, Goffman carved out
a strong and distinctive place for himself in contemporary sociological theory
(Manning, 1992). Between the 1950s and the 1970s, Goffman published a series of
books and essays that gave birth to dramatuirgical analysis as a variant of symbolic
interactionism. Although Goffman shifted his attention in his later years, he
remained best known for his dramaturgical theory.

Goffman’s best-known statement of dramaturgical theory, Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life, was published in 1959. (Over the next fifteen years Goffman
published several books and a number of essays that expanded upon his
dramaturgical view of the world.) To put it simply, Goffman saw much in.common
between theatrical performances and the kinds of ‘‘acts™ we. all put on in our
day-to-day actions and interactions. Interaction is seen as very fragile, maintained
by social performances. Pogr performances or disruptions are seen as great threats
to social interaction j'ust as they are to theatrical performances.

Goffman went quite far in his analogy between the stage and social interaction.
In all social interaction there-is a front region, which is the parallel of the stage front
in a theatrical performance. Actors both on the stage and in social life are seen as
being interested in appearances, wearing costumes, and using-props. Furthermore,
in both there is a back region; a place to which the actors can retire to prepare
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themselves for their performance. Backstage or offstage, in theater terms, the actors
can shed their roles and be: themselves. 7

Dramaturgical analysis is clearly consistent with its symbolic-interactionist
roots. It has a focus on actors, action, and interaction. Working: in the same arena
as traditional symbolic interactionism, Goffman found a brilliant metaphor in the
theater to shed new light oi small-scale social processes (Manning, 1991, 1992).

Goffman's work is widely read today and acknowledged for.its originality and
its profusion of insights (Collins, 1986b; Ditton, 1980). However, there are several
general criticisms of this work. First, Goffman is.seen as having been interested in
rather esoteric topics rather than the: truly essential_aspects of social life: Second,
he was a micro theorist in afi era in which.the great rewards have gone to macro
theorists. As Randall Collins says, ““The more we look at this [Goffman’s]
work . . . the more he emerges as the leading figure in the microsociology of our
times” (1981c:6). Third, he attracted few students who ‘were able to build
théoretically upon. his insights;l"indéed, some believe that it is impossible to build
upon Goffman’s work. It is seen:as little more than a series of idiosyncratic bursts
of brilliant insight. Finally, little theoretical work has been done by others in the
dramaturgical tradition (one exception is Lyman and Scott [1970]).

Thie one area in which Goffman’s work has proved fruitful is in empirical
research utilizing his dramaturgical approach. In recent years a number of works
employing his dramaturgical approach have appeared (N. Blum, 1991; Jacobs,
1992: Gardner, 1991; Shaw, 1991; Thompson and Harred, 1992).

The Devetopment of Sociologies of Everyday Life

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed a boom (Ritzer, 1975a,b) in several theoretical
perspectives that can be lumped together under the heading of sociologies of
everyday life (Douglas, 1980; Weigert, 1981).

Phenomenological Sociology and the Work of Alfred Schutz (1899-1959)
The philosophy of phenomenology, with its focus on consciousness, has a long
history, but the effort to develop-a sociological varant of phenomenology can
be traced to the publication of Alfred: Schutz’s The Phenomenology. of the Social
World in Germany in 1932. However, it was not translated into English until
1967, with theresult that it has oiily recently had a dramatic effect on American
sociological theory. Schutz arrived in the United States in 1939 after fleeing the
Nazis.in Austria. Shortly after, he took a position at the New School for Sociat
Research. in New York, from which he was .able to influence the. development
of ‘phenomenological, and later ethnomethodological, sociology in the United
States.

As we will see.in Chapter 12, Schutz took thie phenomenclogical philosophy of
Edmund Husserl, which- was aimed inward toward an understanding of the
transcendental ego,.and turned it outward toward a. concem-for intersubjectivity.
Schutz was focally concerned withthe way in which people grasp the consciousness
of others'while they live within their own stream of consciousness. Schutz also used
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intersubjectivity in a larger sense to miean a conicérn-with the social world, especm]ly
the social nature of knowledge.

Much of Schutz’s work focuses on an 'aspect of the social world called the
life-world, or the world of everyday life. This isan intersubjective world in which
people both.create social reality and are constrained by the preexisting social aiid
cultural structures -created by their predecessors. While much of the: life-world is
shared, there: are also private: (biographically articulated) aspects of that world.
Within the life-world, Schutz differentiated between intimate face-to-face relation-
Sh]pS (“we-relations™) and distant and 1mpersonal relatlonshlps (“they- relauons”)
While face-to-face relations are of great importance in the life-world, it;is far’easier
for the sociologist to study more impersonal relations scientifically, Although
Schutz tarned away from consciousness and to the intersubjective life-world, he did
offer 1n51ghts into consciousness, especially in his thoughts on ‘meaning and
people’s motives.
~ Overall, Schutz was concerned with the dialectical relationship between the way
people construct social reality.and the obdurate social and cultural reality that they
inherit from those who preceded them in the social world.

The mid-1960s were crucial in the development of phenomenological sociology.
Not only was Alfred Schutz’s major work translated and his collected essays
published, but.Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann collaborated to publish a.book,
The-Social Construction of Reality (1967), that became one of the most widely read
theory books of the time. It made at least two important contributions. First, it
constituted an introduction'to Schutz’s ideas that was written in such a way as to
miake it available to a large American audience. Second, it presented an effort to
integrate Schutz’s. ideas with those of mainstream sociology.

Ethnomethodology Although there are important differences between them;
ethnomethodology and phenommenology are often seen as closely dligned. One of the
major feasons for this association is that the creator of this theoretical perspective,
Harold Garfinkel, was.a student of Alfred Schutz at the New School. Interestingly,
Garfinkel had previously studied under Talcott Parsons, and it was the fusion of
Parsonsian and Schutzian ideas that helped give ethnomethodology its distinctive
orientation.

Hilbert.(1992) has recently shed new light on the origins of Garfinkel’s ideas and
of ethnomethodology. While Garfinkel was a student of Parsons, he rejected the
latter’s structural-functional perspective and, in the process, rediscovered (acci-
dentally) classical sociological ideas embedded in the work of Durkheim and Weber.
Specifically, while he accepted basic themes in Parsons’s work such as the
importance of normative prescriptions and shared understandings, Garfinkel
rejected Parsons’s fundamental premise that the normative order is separate from
and controls (through socialization) the behavioral order. Instead of Parsonsian
theoretical abstractions, Garfinkel's focus was empirical studies of the everyday
world. Thus, Garfinkel continued to work with the Parsonsian issues of order and
society not theoretically, but rather in the ““details of their workings . . . in their
achievement” (Button, 1991:6-7). In'these studies, Garfinkel discovered a variety
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of sociological principles that are consistent with the work of Durkheinmrand Weber.
For one thing, Garfirikel found that the social world was not reified. This stood in
contrast to Parsons's tendency to reify the cultural (and social} system but was
consistent with Weber's refusal to reify- social structure and with Durkheim’s
orientation to study, not reify, external and coercive social facts. For another,
Garfinkel’s commitment to empirical research stood in contrast to Parsons’s
propensity for grand theory and was more consistent with the empirical bent of both
Weber and Durkheim.

After receiving his Ph.D. from Harvard in 1952, Garfinkel settled at the
University of California at Los Angeles (Heritage, 1984). It was there that
cthnomethodology was developed by Garfinkel and his graduate students. Over
the years a number of major ethnomethodologlsts emerged from this miliel.
Geographically, ethnomethodology was-the first distinctive theoretical product of
the 'West Coast, and it remained centered there for a long time. Today, ‘while
California continues to have a .disproportionate number of ethnomethodologists,
they are also found throughout the,re§t of the United States, as well as in other parts
of the world, especi'all_y Great Britain.

Ethnomethodology began to teceiver a wide national audience with the
publication in 1967 of Garfinkel's Studies-in Ethnomethodology. Although written
in a difficult:and obscure style, the book elicited a lot of interest. The fact that this
book came out at the'same time as the. translation of Schutz’s The Phenomenology
of the Social World and the publication of Berger and Luckmann’s The Social
Construction of Reality seemed to indicate that sociologies of everyday life were
coming of age.

Basically, ethnomethodology is the study of “the body of common-sense
knowledge and the range of procedures and considerations [the methods) by means
of which the ordinary members of society. make sense of, find their way about in,
and act.on.the circumstances in which they find themselves” (Heritage, 1984:4).
Writers in.this tradition are heavily tilted in the direction of the study of everyday
life.. While phenomenological sociologists tend to focus on what people think,
ethnomethodologists are- more concerned with what people actually do. Thus,
ethnomethodologists devote 'a lot of atiention to the detailed study of conversations.
Such mundane concerns stand in stark contrast to the interest of many mainstream
sociologists:in such. abstractions-as bureaucracies, capitalism,; the division. of labor,
and the:social system. Ethnomethodologists might beinterested in the way a sense
of these structures is created in everyday life; they are not interested in such
structures as phenomena in themselves.

Ethnamethodology is déterminedly empirical in its orientation, Ethnomethod-
ologists generally decline.to theorize about the social world, preferring instead to
go out and study it. This calls-into question the:inclusion of ethnomethodology in
a book like this one..Says Button, “Ethnomethodology . . . never bought into the
business of theorising,” or *“The idea- that ethnomethodology is theory . . . would
perclex many ethnomethodo]oglsts” (1991:4, 9). Bist,ethnomethodology is tréated
‘in this book, and for at least two reasons. First, its basic premises constitute an attack
on much. of sociological theory, and we leam much about ethnomeéthodology (and
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traditional theory) from those attacks. Second, the findings of ethnomethodological
studies are used to create theories of everyday life (as we will see in the work of
Anthony Giddens, to take one example).

There was clearly something about ethnomethodology that was threatening to
mainstream sociologists who were still in control of the discipline. Infact, both
phenomenology and, more important, ethnomethodology have been subjected to
some brutal -attacks by mainstream somologlsts Here are two examples. The first
is froni d review of Garfinkel’s Studies in Ethnomethodology by James Coleman:

Garfinkel simply fails to generate any insights at all from the approach. .. .

Perhaps the program would be more fertile in the hands of someone more carefully
observant but-it is strangely stenile here. . ..

. this chapter appears to be not only an.etlinomethodological disaster-in itself but
also evidence:of the more general inadequacies of ethnomethodology. . . .

. this chapter is another major disaster, combining the rigidities of the most
rnathemaﬂca]ly enraptured technicians with the technical confusions and errors of the-soft
clinician ‘and without the insights or the technical competence of the creative and trained
sociologist.

Once. again, Garfinkel elaborates very greatly points. which are so commonplace that
they would appear banal if stated in straightforward English. As it is, there is an
extraordinarily high ratio of reading time to information transfer, so that the banality is
not directly apparént upon a casual reading:

(Coleman, 1968:126—130)

The second example is Lewis Coser’s 1975 presidential address to the:American
Sociological Association. Coser saw few redeeming qualities in ethnomethodology
and subjected it to a savage attack, engaging in a great deal of name-calling, labeling
ethnomelhodology “trivial,” “a massive cop-out,” “an orgy of subjectivism,” and

“self-indulgent enterprise.” The bitterness of these and other attacks is an ir-
dication of the degree to which they represented a threat to the. establishment in
sociology.

Today, ethnomethodology has overcome a significant part of the'early opposition
and has, to a large degree, become an accepted part of sociological theory. For
example, it is.now quite routine to see’'works by ethnomethodologists appearing in
the major mainstream sociology journals such as. The American Sociological Review
{for example, Clayman, 1993) and The American Journal of Sociology (for example,
Schegloff, 1992). However, that acceptance is far from complete, as Pollner
(1991:370) humorously points out: Few sociologists “want their children to marry
an ethnomethodologist, much less to be one—and rarely to hire one. Nevertheless,
the discipline recognizes and begins to incorporite the contributions of what was
once regarded as.a pariah.” Other ethnomethodologists continue to lamenthow their
oricntation is put.upon, marginalized, and misunderstood (Button, [991).

In the last few pages, we have dealt with several micro theories—exchange
theory, phenomenological sociology, and ethnomethodology. Although the last two
theories share a sense of a thoughtful and creative actor, such a view is not held
by exchange theorists. Nevertheless, all three theories have a primarily micro
orientation to actors and their actions and behavior. In the 1970s, such theories grew
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in strength in sociology and threatened to replace more macro-oriented theories
(such as structural functionalism, conflict theory, neo-Marxian theories) as the
dominant theories in sociology (Knorr-Ceiina, 1981; Ritzer, 1985).

The Rise and Fall (?) of Marxian Sociology

The late 1960s were the point at which Marxian theory finally began to make
significant' inroads into' American sociological theory (Jay, 1984). There are a
number of reasons for this. First, the dominant theory (structural functionalism) was
under attack for a number-of things, including being too conservative. Second,
Mills's radical sociology and conflict.theory, although not representing sophisti-
cated Marxian theory, had laid the groundwork-for.an American theory that was true
to the Marxian tradition, Third;; the: 1960s was the era of black protests, the
reawakening of the women's movement, the student movement, and the anti-
Vietnam War movement. Many of the young sociologists trained in this atmos-
phere were attracted to radical ideas. At first, this interest was manifest in what
was called in those days ‘“radical sociology” {Colfax and Roach, 1971). Radical
sociology was useful as far as it went, but like Mills’s work, it was rather weak on
the details of Marxian theory.

It is hard to single out one work as essential to the development of Marxian
sociology in America, but one that did play. an important role was Henni.Lefebvre's
The Sociology of Marx (1968). It was important for its essential argument, which
was that although Marx was not a sociologist, there was a sociology in Marx.-An
increasing.number of sociclogists turned to Marx’s original work, as well as that
of many Marxists, for insights that would be useful'in the development of a Marxian
sociology. At first this simply meant that American theorists were finally reading
Marx seriously, but later there emerged many significant pieces of Marxian
scholarship by American sociologists.

American theorists were particularly attracted to the work of the critical school,
especially because of its fusion of Marxian and Weberian theory. Many of the works
have: been translated into English, and a number of scholars have written books
about the critical school (for example,.Jay, 1973, 1986; Kellner, 1993).

Along ‘with an increase in interest came mstltutlonal support for' such an
orientation. Several journals devoted considerable attention to Marxian sociological
theory, in¢luding Theory and Society, Telos, and. Mdrxist Studies. A section ‘on
Marxist sociology was created in'the American. Sociological Association in 1977.
Not only did the first generation of critical theorists become well known in America,
but second-generation thinkers, especially Jurgen Habermas, received wide rec-
oghnition.

Of considerable importance was the development of significant pieces of
American sociology done from a. Marxian point of view. One very significant strand.
is.a group of sociologists doing historical sociology from a Marxian perspective (for
example, Skocpol, 1979; Wallerstein, 1974, 1980, 1989). Another is a -group
analyzing the economic realm from-a sociological perspective (for example, Baran
and Sweezy, 1966; Braverman, 1974; Burawoy, 1979).:Still ‘others are doing fairly
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traditional emipirical sociology, but work that is informed by a strong sense of
Marxian theory (Kohn, 1976, for example).

However, with the disintegration of the ‘Soviet Union and the fall of Marxist’
regimes around the world, Marxian theory.has fallen on hard times in the 1990s.
Some people-remain unreconstructed Marxists;. others have been forced to develop
modified versions of Marxian theory (see the discussion below of the post-Marxists;
there is also a journal entitled Rethinking Marxism). Still others have come to the-
conclusion that Marxian theory must be abandoned. Representative of the latter
position is'Ronald Aronson’s book.After Marxism (1995). The very first line of the
book tells the story: “Marxism is over, and we are on our own”’ {Aronson, 1995:1).
This from.an-avowed Marxist! While Aronson recognizes that some will continue
to work with Marxian theory, he cautions that they must recognize that it is no longef
part of the larger Marxian project of social transformation. That is, Marxian theory
is no longer’ related, as Marx intended, to a program. aimed at changing the basis
of society; it is theory without practice. One-time Marxists are on their own in the
sense that they can no longer rely on the Marxian project, but rather must grapple
with modern society ‘with their “own powers and energies” (Aronson, 1995:4).

Aronson i$. Among the more extreme critics of Marxism from within the. Marxian
camp: Others. recognize the difficulties, but seck in various ways to adapt some
variety of Marxian theory to contemporary realities. Nevertheless, larger social
changes have posed a grave challenge for Marxian theorists, who are desperately
seeking to adapt to these chinges in a variety of ways. Whatever else can be said,
it is clear that the ° glory days” of Marxian social theory are over. Marxian social
theories of various types will survive, but they will not approach the status and
power of their predecessors in the recent history of sociology.

The Challenge of Feminist Theory

Beginning in the:late 1970s, precisely at the moment that Marxian sociology gained
significant acceptance from American sociologists, a new theoretical outsider issued
a challenge to established sociological theories—and even to Marxian sociology
itself. This later brand.of radical social thought is contemporary feminist theory,
which has continued to grow in range and complexity and to influence sociology
into the mid-1990s.

In Western societies, one can trace the record of critical feminist writings back
almost 500 years (Donovan, 1985; Lerner, 1993: A. Rossi, 1974; Spender 1982}, and
there has been an organized political movement by and for women for more than
150 years (Banner, 1984; Bolt, 1993; Carden, 1974; Chafetz and Dworkin, 1986;
Deckard, 1979; Giddings, 1984; Kandal, 1988; Matthews, 1992; O’Neill, 1971;
Ryan, 1990). In America in 1920, the movement finally won the right for women
to vote, fifty-five years after that right had been constitutionally extended to black
men. Exhausted. and to a degree satiated by victory, the American women'’s
movement over the next thirty years weakened in both size and vigor, only to spring
back to life, fully reawakened, in the [960s. Three factors helped create. this new
wave of feminist activism: the general climate.of critical thinking that characterized
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the period; the anger of women activists who flocked to the antiwar, civil rights, and
student movements only to encounter the sexist attitudes of the liberal and radical
men in those movérents (Densimore, 1973; Evans, 1980; Morgan, 1970; Shreve,
1989; Snitow, Stansell, and Thompson, 1983);.and women’s experience of prejudice
and discrimination as they moved in ever larger numbers into wage work and higher
education (Bookmanand Morgen, 1988; Caplan, 1993; Garland, 1988; MacKinnon,
1979). For these reasons, particularly the last; the women’s movement continues
into the 1990s, even though the.activism of many other 1960s movements has faded.
Moreover, during these years activism by and for women became an international
phenomenon, drawing in women from many societies and from most stratificational
lOCﬂthl‘lS in North America. This growing inclusiveness has produced a “third
wave”’ or stage of feminist activism and wntmg

A major feature of this international women’s movement has been an explosively
growing new literature on women that makes.visible all aspects of women’s hitherto
unconsidered lives and experiences: This literature, which is popularly referred to
as woriten’s studies or the new scholarship on women, is the work of an international
and interdisciplinary community of writers, located both within and outside
universities and writing for. both the general public and specialized academic
audiences. In what must be one of the more impressive examples of sustained
intellectual work in recent times, feminis_t scholars have launched a probing,
multifaceted critique that makes visible the complexity of the system that
subordinates women.

Feminist theory is the theoretical strand running through this literature:
sometimes implicit.in writings on such substantive issues as work (Daniels, 1988;
DeVault, 1991; Hochschild, 1989; Kanter, 1977; Rollins, 1985) or rape (Sanday,
1990; Scully, 1990) or popular culture (Radway, 1984), sometimes centrally and
explicitly presented, as in the analyses of motherhood by Adrienne: Rich (1976),
Nancy Chodorow (1978), and Jessica Benjamin (1988); and increasingly the sole,
systematic project-of a piece of writing. Of this recent spate. of wholly theoretical
writing, certain statements have been particularly salient to sociology because
they are directed to sociologists by people well versed in sociological theory
(Chafetz, 1984; P. Collins, 1990; Lengermann and Nlcbrugge -Brantley, 1990;
Lengermann -and Niebrugge, 1995; D. Smith, 1979, 1987, 1990a, 1990b, 1992,
1993; Stacey and Thome, 1985; Wallace, 1989). Journals that bring feminist
theory to the attention of sociologists include-Signs, Feminist Studies, Sociological
Inguiry, and’ Gender and Society, as-does the professional association Sociologists
for Womeri in Society- (SWS) and the National Women'’ s Studies Association
{(NWSA).

Feminist theory looks at the world from the vantage points of a hitherto
unrecognized and invisible minority, women, ‘with an eye to discovering. the
significant but unacknowledged ways in which the activities of women—
subordinated by gender and variously affected by. other stratificational practices,
such-as:class, race, age, enforced heterosexuality; and geosocial’ inequality—help to
create:our world. This viewpoint dramatically reworks our understanding of social
life. From this base, feminist theorists have begunto challenge sociological theory.
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- Those issuing this challenge argue that sociologists have persistently refused'to
incorporate the insights of the new scholarship on women into their discipline’s
understanding of the social world. Instead, feminist sociologists have been
segregated from the mainstream, and feminism’s comprehensive theory ‘of social
organization has been reduced to a single résearch variable, sex, and a simplée social
role pattern, gender (L.aslett and Thorné, 1992; Lemert, 1992b; Smith, 1990b;:Stacey-
and Thomne, 1985; Wallace, 1989; Yeatman, 1987). To date these charges seem valid,
Reasons for.sociology’s avoidance of feminist theory may include deep antiwoman,
antifeminist prejudices;, suspicion of the scientific credentials of a theory so closely
associated, with. political activism, and caution born of half recognition, of the
profoundly radical implications of feminist theory for sociological theory and
method. Yet it should also be remembered that it took some time for Marxian theory
to-“arrive™in sociology and that a significant body of explicitly theoretical feminist.
writings is a.very recent event in academic life. These writings now assumie a critical
mass.- They offer an exciting new and important theory of social lifé.. Aind those
whose experienices and perceptions make them a receptive :audience for -this
theory—women in general and both women and men affected by feminism in
particular—may now constitute a numerical majority in the sociological comm-
nity. For-al! these reasons, 1mp11cal:10ns of feminist theory are moving ‘increasingly
into the mainstream of the discipline, engaging all its subspecialties, influencing
many of its long-established theories, both macro and micro, and interacting with
the new poststructuralist.and postmodernist developments described below.

Structuralism and Poststructuralism

One development that we have said little about up to this point is the increase in
interest in structuralism (Lemert, 1990). Usually traced to France (and often called
French:structuralism [Clark and Clark, 1982; Kurzweil, 1980]), structuralism has
now become an international phienomenon. Although its roots lie outside sociology,
structuralism. clearly has made its way into sociology. The problem is that
structuralism in sociology still is so undeveloped that it is difficult to define with
any- precision. ‘The problem is exacerbated by structuralism’s more or less
simultaneous development in,a number of fields; it is difficult to find one single
coherent statement of structuralism. Indeed, there are significant differences among
the various branches of structuralism.

We can get a prelmunary feeling for structuralism by delineating the basic
differences that exist among those who support a structuralist perspective. There are
those who focus on what they call the ““deep structures of the mind.” It is their view
that these unconscious structures lead people to think and act as people do. The work
of the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud might be seen as an example of this orientation.
Then there are structuralists who focus on the invisible larger structures of society
and see them as determinants of the actions of people as well as of society in general.
Marx is sometimes thought of as someone who practiced such a brand of
structuralism, with his focus on the unseen economic structure of capitalist society:
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Still another group sees structures as the models they construct of the social world.
Finally, a number of structuralists are concerned with the dialectical relationship
between individuals and social sfructures. They see a link between the structures’of
the mind and the structures of society. The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss is
most often ‘associatéd with this view.

As structuralism grew ‘within sociology, outside of sociology a movement was
developing beyond the early premises of structuralism: poststructuralism (Lemert,
1990). The ‘major representative of poststructuralism-is Michel Foucault (J. Miller,
1993). In his early work; Foucauit focused on structures; but he later moved beyond
structures to focus.on powér and the linkage between,knqwledge‘and power. More
generally, poststructuralists. acéept.the importance of structure but go beyond it to
encompass-a wide range of other-concerns.

Poststructuralism is important.not only in itself, but also because it is often seen
as a precursor to postmodern social theory (to be discussed later in this chapter).
In fact, itis difficult, if not impossible, to draw/a clear, line between poststructuralism
and postmodern social theory. Thus Foucaiilt, a poststructuralist, is often seen as
a postmodernist, while Jean Baudrillard (1972/1981), who is usually labeled
a postmodernist, certainly did work, especially early in his career, that is post-
stiicturalist in charaéter.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEQORY IN THE 19805 AND 1990s

‘While many of the developments discussed i the preceding pages continued to be
important in the 1980s and 1990s, in this section we will deal with four broad
movements that.have beei of utmost importance in these decades—micro-macro
integration, agency-structure. integration, theoretical syntheses, and metatheorizing
in sociology. '

Micro-Macro Integration

A good deal of the most recent work in American- sociological theory has been
concerned with the linkage between micro and macro theories and levels.of analysis.
In fact, I have argued that micro-macro linkage emerged as the central problem-
atic in American sociological theory'in the 1980s and it continues to be of focal
concem in the 1990s (Ritzer, 1990a). (An important precursor to contemporary
American-work on the micro-macro. linkage.is. the contribution. of the European
sociologist Norbert Elias [1939/1994] to our understanding -of the relationship
between micro-level manners and the macro-levelstate.)

There are-a number of recent examples of efforts to link-micro-macro levels of
anal¥ysis and/or: théories. In my own work (thzer 1979, 1981a), 1 have sought to
develop_an integrated sociological paradigm that integrates micro.and macro levels
in both their.objective and subjective: forms. Thus, in my view, there are four major
levels of social analysis-that-must be dealt with in an integrated manner—macro
subjectivity, macroobjectivity, micro subjectivity, and micro objectivity.. Jeffrey
Alexander (1982-83) has-created a ““multidimensional sociology™ which. deals, at
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least in part, with a.model of levels of analysis that closely resembles the model
developed by Ritzer. Alexander (1987) develops his model based on the problem
of order, which is seen as having individual (micro) and collective (macro) levels,
and-on the problem of action, which is viewed as, possessing materialist {(objective)
and idealist (subjective) levels, Out of these two continuua, Alexander develops
four major levels of analysis—collective-idealist, collective-materialist, individual-
idealist, individual-materialist. While the overall model developed by Alexander is
smkmgly similar to Ritzer's, Alexander accords priority to the collectiveidealist
level, while Ritzer insists that we be concemed with the dialectical relationship
among all levels. Another kindred approach'has been developed by Norbert Wiley
(1988), who also delineates four very similar major levels of analysis—sclf or
individual, interaction, social structure, and culture. However, while both Ritzer and
Alexander focus on both ob_]ectwe and subjective levels, Wiley's levels are purely
subjectlve Jdmes Coleman (1986) has concentrated on the micro-to-macro
problém, while Allen Liska (1990) has extended Coleman’s approach to deal with
the macro-to-micro problem as well. Coleman (1990) has extended his micro-to-
macro model and developed a much more elaborate theory of the micro-macro
‘relanonthp based on a rational choice approach derived from economics.

‘There are many other efforts.at micro-macro integration. Much work rieeds to be
done:on this-issue, and it promises to be a significant area.of concern in. American
sociological theory for some time to come.

Agency-Structure Integration

Paralleling the growth in interest in the United States in.micro-macro integration,

has been a concern in Europe-for agency-structure integration (Sztompka, 1994).

Just as | saw the micro-macro issue as the central problem in American theory,
Margaret Archer (1988) sees the agency-structure topic as the basic concern in
European soctal theory. While there are many similarities between.the micro-macro
and agency-structure literatures (Ritzer and Gindoff, 1992, 1994), there are also
substantial differences. For example, while agents are usually micro-level actors,

collectivities like labor unions can also be agents. And while structures.are usually
macro-level phenomena, we also find structures. at the micro level. Thus, we must.
be careful in equating these two bodies of work, and much care.needs to be taken
in trying to interrelate them.

There are four major efforts in contemporary European social theory that can be
included under the heading of agency-structure integration, The first is Anthony
Giddens s (1984) structuration theory. The key to Giddens’s approach is that he sees
agency and structure ds a “‘duality.” That is, they cannot be separated from oné
another: agency is implicated in structure and structure is involved i agency.
Giddens refuses to see structure as simply constraining (as, for example, does
Durkheim}, but sees structure as both constraining and enabling. Margaret Archer
(1982} rejects the idea that agency and structure can be viewed as a duality, but
rather sees them as a dualism. That is, agency and structure can and should be
separated. In distinghishing them, we become better able to analyze their
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relationship to one another. Archer (1988) is also notable for extending the
agency-structure literature to a concern for the relationship between culture and
agency.

While both Giddens and Archer are British, the third major contemporary figure
involved in the agency-structure literature is Pierre Bourdieu from France
(Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). In Bourdieu’s work, the
agency-structure issue translates into a concern for the rélationship between habitus
and field. Habitus is an intemalized mental, or cognitive, structure through which
people deal with the social world. The habitus both produces, and is produced by,
the society. The field is a network of relations among objective positions. The
structure-of the field serves to.constrain agents, be they individuals or collectivities.
Overall, Bourdieu is concemed with the felationship between habitus and field.
While the field conditions the habitus, the habitus constitutes the field. Thus, there
is a dialectical relationship between habitus and field.

The final major theorist of the agency-structure linkage is the German social
thinker: Jurgen Habermas. We have already mentioned Habermas as a signiftcant
contemporary contributor to critical theory. In his more recent work, Habermas
(1987a) has dealt with the agency-structure issue under the heading of *“‘the
colonization of the life-world.” The life-world is a micro world where people
interact and communicate. The system has its roots in the life-world, but it
ultimately comes to develop its own structural characteristics. As these structures
grow in independence -and power, they come to exert more and more control over
the. life-world. In the modern world, the system has come to “colonize” the
fife-world, that is, to exert control over it.

The theorists discussed in this section not only aré the leading theorists on the
agency-structure issue, but they are arguably (especially Bourdien, Giddens and
Habermas) the leading theorists in the world today. After a long period of dominance
by American theorists {Mead,.Parsons, Merton, Homans, and others), the center of
social theory seems to be returning to its birthplace—Europe.. Furthermore,
Nedelmann and Sztompka have argued that with the end of the Cold War and the
fall of communism, we. ate.about to “witness another Golden Era of European
Sociology” (1993:1). This seems to be supported by the fact that today the works
that catch the attention of large numbers of the world’s theorists are European in
origin. One example is Ulrich Beck’s Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity
{1992), in which he discusses the unprecedented risks facing society today. It is clear
that, at least for now, the’center of ‘sociological theory has shifted back to Europe.

There is much more to agency-structure integration.(see, for example, Hays,
1994, Sztompka, 1991) than the work of Giddens, Archer, Bourdieu, and'Habermas.
However, they are the major representatives of ‘this contemporary genrc of
sociological theory.

Theoretical Syntheses

The movements toward micro-macro:and agency-structure integration began in the
1980s, and both continue to be strong in the. 1990s. They set the stage for the broader
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movement toward theoretical syntheses which began at:about the: beginning of the
1990s. Lewis (1991) has suggested that the relatively low status of sociology may
be the result of excessive fragmentation and.that the movement toward greater
iritegration may enhance the status of the discipline. What is involved here is .a
‘wide-ranging effort to synthesize two or more different theories (for example,
structural functionalism and symbolic interactionism). Such efforts have.occurred
throughout the history of sociological thieory (Holmwood and Stewart, 1994).
However, there are two distinctive aspects of the new synthetic work in sociological
theory. First, itis very widespread and not restricted to isolated attempts at synthesis.
Second, the goal is generally a relatively narrow synthesis of theoretical ideas, and
ot the development of a grand synthetic theory that encompasses all of sociological
theory.

These synthetic-works are occurring within and among many of the theories (and
theorists, see, for example, Levine’s [1991a] call for a synthesis of the ideas of
Simmel and Parsons) discussed in this chapter as well as in and among some
theories we_ have yet to mention.

Within structural functionalism, we have seen the rise of neofunctionalism
(Alexander, 1985a; Alexander and Colomy, 1985, 1990; Colomy, 1990). Neofunc-
tionalism seeks to overcome many of the limitations of structural functionalism by
integrating into-it.ideas derived from a wide range of other theories. Alexander and
Colomy see this as a dramatic reconstruction of structural functionalismm,
necessitating a néew name, neofunctionalism, to differentiate this new theoretical
approach from its ancestor. It is worth noting that unreconstructed structural
functionalism persists and is being synthesized with other theoretical perspectives
(Liska and Warner, 1991).

Symbolic interactionism is undergoing a_dramatic transformation as it has, in
Fine’s terms, “cobbled a new theory from the shards of other theoretical
approaches™ (1990:136—137). Thus, symbolic interactionists are borrowing ideas
from phenomenological sociology, feminist theory, and exchange theory, among
others. In addition, major figures in the history of symbolic interactionism such as
Mead and Blumer are being redefined as more synthetic and integrative theorists.

Exchange theory has long had integrative and synthetic works like Blau’s
Exchange and Power in Social Life (1964). In recent years.increasing attention has
been devoted to the work of Richard Emerson (19722, [972b) and that of his
disciples, especially Karen Cook (1987a; Molm and Cook, 1995). Emerson began
with the principles of behaviorism; but ultimately sought to relate them to social
structure and social exchange relationships. Cook, O’Brien, and Kollock (1990)
have come to define exchange theory in inherently integrative terms and to
synthesize it with ideas derived from other theories, such as symbolicinteractionism.
and network theory.

Post-Marxist theory encompasses several synthetic theoretical developments.
For example, there is analytic Marxism, which involves the efforts to bring

“state-of-the-art” methods-of analytical philosophy and social science to bear on.
traditional Marxian. concerns (Mayer, 1994). Thus, for example, a number of
theorists (Roemer, 1986, Elster, 1985) are using the ideas of rational choice theory
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to analyze Marxian issues. Others (for example, Wright, 1985) are employing
mainstream sociological methods to analyze such issues as class. Then there 1s a'set’
of postmodern Marxists (for example, Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Jameson, 1984;
Harvey, 1989) who-are borrowing ideas from postmodernist theory and synthesizing.
them with aspects of traditional Marxian theory. In addition, the work of Bowles
and Gintis (1986) seeks to integrate Marxian and liberal theory. These three
examples are a small sample.of the many synthetic efforts.

It should be noted that efforts at synthesis are not limited to theories, but also
involve attempts to synthesize disciplines—for example, Hall’s (1992) effort to
synthesize aspects of sociology-and history. Another such effort, with a checkered
history, is the syrthesis of'sociological and biological ideas. In early editions of this
book, I dealt with sociobioclogy as a théoretical development of some importance
in sociological theory. Later, the discussion was dropped because of a virtual
disappearance of interest in the topic. Once again in the 1990s there are some signs,
still faint, of yet another revival of interest in sociobiology (Crippen, 1994;
Maryanski and Tuimer, 1992). Sociobiology as‘a ficld has prospered and diversified,
and sociologists need to decide, once again, whether there is utility in borrowing:
these ideas and applying:them to sociological issues (Maryanski, 1994; for a critique
see Freese, 1994).

The optimism about integration and synthesis is not.shared by Turner and Turmner,
who describe. contemporary sociology as (and entitle their book) The Impossible
Science (1990). Part-of the blame for the inability to integrate is traced to the
American Sociological Association, which inecent years has not only tolerated, but
institutionialized, enormous intellectual diversity, giving, in Turner and Turner’s
words, “anybody and everybody:a'niche in soclology” (1990:140). This is part of a
more general fragmentation that is affecting the discipline as a whole. Within theory,
Turner and Turner point to the split-between “theorist’s theory” and “researcher’s
iheory.” Tha is; the kind of theory that researchers use to guide their work (assum-
ing that they use theory) is. different from the kind of theory employed by most
sociological theorists. For these and other reasons, Turner and Turner conclude, “It
will be difficult for American sociology to become theoretically unified like the
natural sciences—a fact that underscores the title of this book™ (1990:171).

Metatheorizing in Sociology

Metatheorizing may be defined very broadly as the systematic study of the
underlying structure of sociological theory- (Ritzer, 1990c, 1990d, 1991a, 1991b,
1992b, 1992¢). It-may be distinguished from theorizing, even though most theorists
have metatheorized and most metatheorists have also theorized. While metatheo-
rists take- theory as their’ ‘subject of study, theorists think about the social world.
There his been ‘4 considerablé. increasé in metatheoretical work (Fuhrman and
Snizek, 1990), and there.is every sign that such work will continue to grow in the
future,

Metatheoretical work has been part. of sociology since the.inception of the field.
Most of the early theorists did metatheoretical studies of their intellectual ancestors.
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Particularly notable are Marx’s studies of'Hegél, the Young Hegelians, the politiCal
economists, and the utopian socialists. Parsons describes his own work The
Structure of Social Action (1937, 1949) ‘as-ani *‘empirical” study of the work of his
theoretical ancestors. In the. 1950s Paul Furfey (1953/1965) offered the first, albeit
significantly flawed, systematic effort to deﬁne metatheoretical work. Alvin
Gouldner’s:attempt in The Coming Crisis- of Western Sociology (1970) to define a
sociology of sociological theory is an important, although also flawed, precursor to
contemporary metatheorizing, A specific set of works (Friedrichs, 1970; Ritzer,
1975a), based on Thomas Kuhn’s (1962, 1970) concept of a paradigm, also played
a key role in the development of metatheoretical work in sociology.

Metatheonzmg 1n sociology has come of age in the 1990s (see Appendix), and
it pronuses to-play a central role in clarifying extant sociological theories as well
as in developing new integrative. and synthetic theories.

SOCIAL THEORY: TOWARD THE FIN DE SIECLE

As we approach the end of the twentieth century, social theorists® have become
increasingly preoccupied with: whether society, as well as theories about it; has
undergone a dramatic transformation. On one side is a group of theorists (for
.example, Jurgen Habermas and: -Anthony Giddens) who believe that we cortinue to
live in a society that can still best be described as' modern and about which we can
theorize in much the samie way that social thinkers have long contemplated soci-
ety. On the other side is a group of thinkers (for example, Jean Baudrillard,
Jean-Francois Lyotard, Fredric Jameson, and Arthur Kroker) who contend that
society has changed so dramatically that we now live ina qualitatively different,
postmodern society. Furthermore, they argue that this new society needs to be
thought about in new and different ways.

The Defenders of Modernity

All the great classical sociological theorists (Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and Simmel)
were concefned, in one way or another, with the modern world and its advantages
and disadvantages. Of course, the last of these (Weber) died in 1920, and the world
has changed dramatically since then. While all contemporary theorists recognize
these dramatic changes, there are some who believe that there is more continuity
than discontinuity between the world today and the world that existed around the
last fin de siecle.

For example, Anthony Giddens (1990, 1991, 1992) uses terms like “radical,”
“high,” or “late” modernity to describe society today and to indicate that while it
is not the same society'as the one described by the classical theorists, it is continuous
with that society. Giddens sees modemity today as a “‘juggernaut’ that is, at least

1 am using the term “social” rather than “sociological” theorist here to reflect the fact that many
contributors to the recent literature are not sociologists, although they are thesrizing about the social
warld.
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to some degree, out of control. Ulrich Beck (1992) contends that while the classical
stage of modcrmty was associaled with industrial society, the emerging new
modernity is best described as a ‘“risk society.” While the central dilemma in
classical ‘modernity was wealth and how it ought to be distributed, the central
problem in.new modemity is the prevention, minimization, and channeling of risk
(from, for example, a nuclear accident). Jurgen Habermas (1981, 1987b) sees
‘modernity as an “unfinished project.” That is, the central issue in the modern world
continues, as it was in Weber's day, to be:rationality. The utopian goal is stil} the
maximization of the rationality of both the “system” and the “life-world.” Ritzer
(1993, 1995) also sees rauonahty as the keyprocess-in-the world today. However,
Ritzer picks up oh'Weber’s focuis on the problem of the increase in formal rationality
and the danger of an “iron cage” of rationality. While Weber focused on the
bureaucracy, today Ritzer sees the paradigm of this process as the fast-food
restaurant, and he describes the increase in formal rationality as the McDonaldiza-
tion of society.
Not only do these and other theorists (for example, Wagner, 1994) persist in
seeing.the world in modern terms, but they continue to think about it using modemn
tools. Basically; they are standing back and apart from society, rationally -and
systematically analyzing and describing it, and portraying it-using grand narratives,
albeit’ in more self-conscious' ways ‘than their forebears did. Modernity as a
juggernaut, the transition from industrial to risk society; the rationalization of
life-world and system, and the McDonaldization. 6f society are far more similar to
the grand narratives of the classical theorists of modernity than they are at variance
with them.

The Proponents of Postmodernity

Postmodernism is hot (Kellner, 1989; Seidman, 1994a), indeed it is so hot, it i$
discussed so endlessly in many fields including sociology; that it may already be in
the process of burning out (Lemert, 1994b). We need to differentiate, at least
initially, between postmodernity and postmodern social theory (Best and Kellner,

1991). Postmodernity is-a new historical.epoch:that is supposed to have succeeded
the modern era, or modemity. Postmodern social theory.is a.new way of thinking’
about. postmodemlty.,the world.is so different-that it requires entirely new ways-of
‘thinking. Postmodernists would tend to reject the theoretical.perspectives outlined
‘in.the previous section, as'well as the ways in which the thinkers involved created
their theories,

‘There are: probably as many portrayals of postmodernity as there are postmodern
social theorists. To simplify things, we.will summarize.some of-the key-elements
of ‘a depiction offered by one of the most prominent postmodemists, Fredric
Jameson (1984, 1991). First, postmodermty isa depthless superficial world; it is
a world of similation (for example, a jungle cruise at Disnéyland rather than the
real thing). Second, it-is a-world-that is lacking in iffect and’emotion. Third, there is
a loss of a sense.of one!s place:in history; it is hard'to distiriguish past, present,. and
future.. Fourth, instead of the explosive, expanding, productive technologies of
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modernity (for example, automobile assembly lines), postmodern society is
dominated by implosive, flattening, reproductive technologies (television, for
example). In these and other ways, postmodern society is very differeént’ from
modern society. '

Such a different world requires a different way of thinking. Rosenau (1992)
defines the postmodern ‘mode of thought in terms of the things that it opposes,
largely- characteristics. of the modern way ‘of thinking. First, postmodernists reject
the kind of grand narratives that characterize miuch of classical’ sociological theory.
Instead, postmodernists prefer more limited explanations, or even .no explanations
at all. Second, there is a rejection of the tendency to put boundaries between
disciplines—to engage in something called sociological (or social) theory that is
distinct from, say, philosophical thinking or even novelistic storytelling. Third,
postmodernists are often more interested in shocking or startling the reader than they
arein engagmg in careful, reasoned academic discourse. Finally, instead-of looking
for the core of society (say rationality, or capitalistic exploitation), postmodernists
are-more inclined to focus on more peripheral aspects of society.

Clearly, much is at stake in the debate betweén the modernists and the
postmodernists, including the future of sociological theory. If the modernists win
out,sociological theory in the first decade of the twenty-first.century will look much
like it always has, but if the postmodernists emerge victorious, the world, and social
theories of that world, will be very different. The most likely scendrio, however, is.
that the world will be composed of some combination of modern and postmodern
elements and the social theorists of each persuasion will continue to battle it out for
hegemony.

Multicultural Social Theory

Another recent development, closely tied to postmodernism—especially its
emphasis on the periphery and its tendency to level the intellectual playing field—is
the rise-of muiticultural social theory (Lemert, 1993; Rogers, forthcoming). This rise
of multicultural-theory was foreshadowed by the emergence of feminist sociological
theory in the 1970s. The feminists complained that sociological theory had been
largely closed to women’s voices; in the ensuing years many minority groups
echoed the feminists” complaints. In fact, minority women (for example, African
Americans and Latinas) began to complam that feminist theory was restricted to
white, middle-class females and had to be more receptive to many other voices.
Today, feminist theory has become far more diverse, as has sociological theory.

A good example of the increasing diversity of sociological theory-is the rise of
“queer” sociological theory. Seidman (1994b) documents the silence of classical
sociological theory on sexuality in general and homosexuality in particular. He finds
it striking that while the classical theorists were dealing with a wide range of issues
relating to modernity, they had nothing to say about the making of modern.bodies
and modern sexuality. While the silence wiis soon to be broken, it was not until the
work of Michel Foucault (1980) on the relationships among power, knowledge, and
sexuality that the postmodem study of sexuality in general, and homosexuality in
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particular, began. What emerged was the sense of homosexuality as both a subject
and an identity paralleling the heterosexual self and identity.

Seidman has argued, however, that what distinguishes queer theory is a rejection
of any single identity, including homosexuality, and the argument that all identities:
are multiple or composite, unstable and exclusionary. Thus, at any- given time each
of us is a composite of a series of identity components (for example, “sexual
orientation, race, class, ndtionality, gender, age, ableness” (Seidman, 1994b:173)),
and these components.can be combined and recombined in many different ways.
As a result, Seidman rejects the homosexual-heterosexual dichotomy and seeks to

move queer theory in the: direction of a more.general social theory:

Queer theorists shift their-focus from an exclusive preoccupation with the oppression and
liberation of the homosexual : sub_]ect 1o an analysis of the. institutional practices and
discourses producmg sexual knowtedges and how they organize social life, with
particular attention to the way in which these knowledges and social praclices repress
differences. In ‘this regard, queer theory is suggé's'[ing_. ..the study ... of those
knowledges and social practices which organize “‘society” as a whiole by.sexualizing—
heterosexualizing or 'homosexualizing—bodies, desires, -acts, identities, social rela-
tions, knowledges, culturés, and social institutions. Queer theory aspires to transform
honiosexual theory into a. general social theory or one standpoint from which to analyze
whole: societies.

(Seidmarn, 1994b:174)

Thus, queer theory is put forth as but-one of what have been called “standpoint
theories,” that is, theories that view the social world from a specific vantage point
(much. as Marx viewed capitalism from the standpoint of the proletariat). We can
expect to see a burgeoning of such multicultural, standpoint theories as we move
into the twenty-first.century.

SUMMARY

This chapter-picks up where Chapter 1 left off and deals ‘with the history of
sociological theory since the beginning of the twentieth century. We -begin.with the
early history of American -sociological theory, which was characterized by its
liberalism, by its interest in Social Darwinism, and consequently by the influence
of Herbert Spencer..In this context, the work of the two early sociological theorists,
Suminer. and Ward, is dlscussed However, they did not leave a lasting imprint on
American: sociological. theory In. contrast, the'Chicago school, as embodied-in the
work of people\!lke Small, Park, Thomas, Cooley, and. espeCIally Mead, did leave
a strong mark oh sociological theory, especially on:symbolic interactionism.
While the Chicago;school was still predominant, a different form of sociological
theory began to develop at Harvard. Pitirim Sorokin played a key role in the
founding of sociology at ‘Harvard, but 1t was Talcott Parsons who was to lead
Harvard to a position of preeminence in’ American theory, replacing Chlcago 8
symbolic interactionism. Parsons was important not only" for légitimizing “grand:
theory” in'the United States and for introducing European theorists to an American
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audience but also for his role in the development of action theory and, more.
important, structural functionalism. In the.1940s and 1950s, structural functionalism
was furthered by the disintegration of*the Chicago school that began in the 1930s
and was largely complete by the 1950s.

The major development in Marxian theory in the early years of the tweritieth
century was the création of the Frankfurt, or critical, school.. This Hegelianized form
of Marxism also showed the influence of sociologists like Weber and of the
psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud. Marxism did not gain a widespread following
among sociologists in the early part of the century.

Structural functionalism’s dominance within American theory in mid-century
was rather short-lived. Although traceable to a much earlier. date, phenomenological
sociology, especially the work of Alfred Schutz, began to attract significant attention
in.the 1960s. Marxian theory was still largely excluded from Ametican theory, biit
C. Wright Mills kept a radical tradition alive in America.in the 1940s and 1950s.
Mills also was one ‘of the leaders of the attacks on structural functionalism, attacks
that mounted in intensity in the 1950s and 1960s. In light of some of these attacks,
a conflict-theory alternative to structural functionalism emerged in this period.
Although influenced by Marxian theory, conflict theory suffered from an 1nadequate
integration of Marxism. Still another altérnative born in the 1950s was exchangé
theory, and it continues to attract a small but steady number of followers. Although
symbolic' interactionism lost some of its steam, the work of Erving Goffman on
dramaturgical analysis in this period gained a following.

Important developments took place in other sociologies of everyday life
(symbolic interactionism can be included under this heading) in the 1960s and
1970s, including some increase in interest in phenomenological sociology and,
more important, an -outburst of work in ethnomethodology. During this period
Marxian theories of various types came into their own in sociology, although those
theories have been seriously compromiéed by the fail of the Soviet Union and other
communist regimes in'the late 1980s and early 1990s. Also of.note during.this period
was the growing importance of structuralism and then poststructuralism, especially
in the work of Michel. Foucault. Of overwhelming significance was the explosion
of interest in feminist theory, an eruption that continues apace as we move toward
‘the year 2000.

In addition to those just mentioned, four other notable developments occurred in
the 1980s and continie’into the 1990s. First is the rise in interest-in the United States
in the micro-macro link. Second is the parallel increase in attention in Europe to the
relationship between agency and structure. Third is the growth, especially in the
1990s, of a wide range of synthetic efforts. Finally, there is the increase in interest
in metatheoretical work, or the systematic study of sociological theory.

The chapter concludes with a look at theoretical developments that are likely to
have'a profound influence on sociological theory well into the twenty-first century.
The first is the work of a series of theorists who continue to view the contemporary
world as modern and persist in subscribing to a modermn mode of theorizing.-The
second is the explosive tise in interest in sociology, and many other fields, in ‘a
postmodern mode-of theorizing for a new, postmodern world. Finally, and relatedly,
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there are signs that sociological theory will grow increasingly multicultural in the
COming years.

From the point of view of the remainder of this book, this chapter has played
two major roles. First, it demonstrated that the- classical theorists ‘introduced in
Chapter 1—Comte, Spencer, Marx, Durkheim, Weber; and Simmel—influenced the
later development of sociological theory in a variety of direct and inditect ways.
Second, it allowed us to introduce, within their historical context, the other classical
theorists who will be discussed in detail later in this book—:the founding “‘mothers,”
Mannheim, Mead, Schutz, and Parsons.



